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Every crisis between India and Pakistan since the mid-1980s, real or imagined, 
has been connected in some way to nuclear weapons. The specter of nuclear 
warfare on the subcontinent has, to date, succeeded in deterring the least likely 
but most consequential contingencies: a major conventional war and a crossing 
of the nuclear threshold in conflict. Offsetting nuclear capabilities have not 
deterred lesser contingencies, including limited conventional war and acts of 
cross-border terrorism that have sparked serious crises. The conditions for an-
other crisis remain in place, as is evident from the intensity of firing along the 
Line of Control (LoC) dividing Kashmir, the level of public disaffection among 
Kashmiri Muslims under Indian governance, suicide attacks against Indian 
military posts and bases by Muslim extremist groups, and, most notably, publi-
cized “surgical strikes” across the LoC announced by Prime Minister Narendra 
Modi’s government in September 2016. If Modi’s action was meant to shore up 
domestic support, he succeeded. If his action was meant to stop the pattern of 
low-level violence across the LoC and the actions of anti-India extremist groups, 
he has failed to do so.
The focus of this essay is crises between India and Pakistan, which have a far 
greater potential for escalation than crises between India and China or between 
Pakistan and Afghanistan. The next crisis between India and Pakistan could 
arise from a dramatic act of terrorism, a prolonged deterioration in bilateral 
relations marked by increasingly violent military clashes, or a pattern of increas-
ingly bold strikes by cadres based in Pakistan that champion the Kashmir cause. 
Conversely, a serious crisis could occur through the actions of spoilers that seek 
to disrupt efforts by Indian and Pakistani leaders to improve ties. Whatever the 
scenario for another nuclear-tinged crisis, there will be a pressing need for crisis 
management to avert warfare and unintended escalation. 
Given the deterioration of India-Pakistan relations, negative trend lines on the 
subcontinent, and the degree of difficulty involved in improving bilateral rela-
tions, conditions are ripe for another crisis. This essay begins by briefly reviewing 
five crises between India and Pakistan: (1) the 1987 Brasstacks crisis, (2) the 1990 
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Compound crisis, (3) the 1999 Kargil War, (4) the 2001-2 Twin Peaks crisis, and 
(5) the 2008 Mumbai crisis. We suggest reasons why these crises re-occur on the 
subcontinent. In a second section, we assess nuclear signaling in the five crises and 
the intensity of such signaling. In a third section, we examine how evolving nucle-
ar capabilities might affect the subcontinent’s crises and future crisis management 
efforts. In our final section, we consider changes in the international environment, 
particularly with regards to changes in U.S. and Chinese relations with India and 
Pakistan, that may alter future crisis management dynamics. We conclude that a 
careful examination of these factors will be critical to informing, tailoring, and 
implementing effective crisis management strategies on the subcontinent.

Crises and Limited Warfare under the Nuclear Shadow 
There have been five crises so far between India and Pakistan under the shadow 
of nuclear weapons. The first was sparked by Operation Brasstacks in 1986-87, 
during which an adventurous Indian army chief, Gen. K. Sundarji, carried out 
large-scale military exercises near Pakistan’s border. Some analysts viewed these 
maneuvers as a last-ditch attempt to prompt a war that would allow India to 
destroy Pakistan’s nascent ability to produce nuclear weapons.1 For this case to 
be persuasive, there must be evidence that Sundarji’s troops were fully equipped 
with supplies and ammunition sufficient to carry out a successful campaign. 
All subsequent nuclear-tinged crises have been prompted by actions originating 
from within Pakistan. The Compound crisis of 1990 drew its name from multi-
ple intertwined security challenges: a large-scale Pakistani military exercise — 
planned by another risk-taking army chief Gen. Mirza Aslam Beg — along with 
significant unrest fostered by Pakistan’s intelligence services in the Kashmir 
Valley and the Indian state of Punjab. The Indian government responded with 
military countermoves, prompting high-level U.S. crisis management that dove-
tailed with decisions by leaders in both countries to de-escalate.2 
A harrowing crisis between India and Pakistan took place within one year of 
the 1998 nuclear tests, sparked by the decision of Pakistan Chief of Army Staff 
Gen. Pervez Musharraf and a few military confidantes to seize ground across 
the Kashmir divide. Operating in winter, when Indian forward posts were un-
manned, Pakistan’s Northern Light Infantry troops advanced to the heights 
above Kargil, whereupon discovery, their ground positions were contested 
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by Indian infantry, artillery, and airpower. Leaders in both countries sought 
to keep the Kargil War limited in geographic scope and intensity. U.S. crisis 
management was also instrumental in reinforcing the limited nature of this 
conventional conflict and in orchestrating the reestablishment of the status 
quo ante.3 
In December 2001, an attack on the Indian Parliament building by cadres be-
longing to either Jaish-e-Mohammad (JeM) or Lashkar-e-Taiba (LeT) militant 
groups (or both) sparked another intense crisis, prompting large-scale mobiliza-
tions. Another attack five months later on housing facilities for Indian troops in 
Jammu resulted in a second spike of significant tension, hence the name of the 
Twin Peaks crisis. U.S. crisis management proved critical in reinforcing Indian 
Prime Minister A.B. Vajpayee’s decision not to go to war.4 
A period of six years passed before the next significant crisis, triggered this 
time in Mumbai by attacks on luxury hotels, the central train station, and 
a Jewish community center. The perpetrators belonged to LeT. Following 
the 2008 Mumbai attacks, there were no troop mobilizations. Once again 
Pakistan was widely criticized for providing safe havens for groups engaged in 
cross-border terrorism, being unwilling or unable to prevent them, and failing 
to successfully prosecute those who aided in the planning and execution of 
these attacks. While U.S. officials again helped with crisis management, their 
task was simplified by the evident reluctance of Prime Minister Manmohan 
Singh and his close advisers to risk India’s economic growth prospects in a 
war with Pakistan.5 
As of this publication, there has not been another major crisis since the 2008 
Mumbai crisis.6 There has, however, been a pattern of continued violence along 
the LoC as well as sporadic attacks on Indian military posts and bases by ex-
tremist groups committed to the Kashmiri cause. In January 2016, suspected 
JeM militants stormed an Indian Air Force base in Punjab, killing seven secu-
rity personnel.7 Eight months later, another attack on an Indian Army base in 
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The Causes and Consequences of the Kargil Conflict (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2009); Neil Joeck, “The Kargil War and 
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Delhi: Sage Publications, 1999); Jasjit Singh, ed., Kargil 1999: Pakistan’s Fourth War for Kashmir (New Delhi: Knowledge World, 1999); 
V.K. Sood and Pravin Sawhney, Operation Parakram: The War Unfinished (New Delhi: Sage Publications, 2003); and Bruce Riedel, 
American Diplomacy and the 1999 Kargil Summit at Blair House (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania, 2002). For perspective 
on how Kargil could serve as a paradigm for future conflict, refer to Bruce Riedel, “Tensions Rising Dangerously in South Asia,” 
Brookings Institution, October 19, 2014, http://www.brookings.edu/research/opinions/2014/10/19-tensions-rising-dangerously-south-
asia-riedel.
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2001-2 India-Pakistan Crisis,” in Nuclear Proliferation in South Asia, 144-162; Kanti Bajpai, “To War or Not to War: The India-Pakistan 
Crisis of 2001-2,” in Nuclear Proliferation in South Asia, 162-82; Polly Nayak and Michael Krepon, The Unfinished Crisis: US Crisis 
Management after the 2008 Mumbai Attacks (Washington, D.C.: Stimson Center, 2012); and Davis, ed., The India-Pakistan Military 
Standoff.

5. For assessments of the 2008 Mumbai crisis, see Seth G. Jones et al., The Lessons of Mumbai (Santa Monica: RAND Corporation, 
2009); Nayak and Krepon, The Unfinished Crisis; and B. Raman, Mumbai 26/11: A Day of Infamy (New Delhi: Lancer, 2012).

6. This assessment uses a different definition of “crisis” than the essay by Sameer Lalwani and Hannah Haegeland in this volume, 
“Anatomy of a Crisis: Hypotheses on India-Pakistan Crisis Onset.”

7.  Rama Laskshmi, “Indians Battle Militants at Key Airforce Base,” The Washington Post, January 4, 2016. 
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Kashmir killed 19 Indian soldiers, making it the deadliest attack on Indian forc-
es in over two decades.8 In response to these provocations, Prime Minister Modi 
gave a speech advocating strategic restraint, privileging a diplomatic approach 
over military action.9 Modi had, however, already authorized “surgical strikes” 
led by special forces troops against militant camps across the Kashmir divide, 
a strategy that seemed to indicate Modi’s intent to send a warning signal while 
wishing to prevent uncontrolled escalation.10 This sequence of events suggests 
the pattern of violence that preceded the 2001-2 Twin Peaks crisis, when a series 
of small-scale attacks was followed by a truck bombing of the State Assembly 
building in Srinagar and then an attack on the Indian Parliament building. 

Crises Without End
The 1987 Brasstacks crisis and the 1990 Compound crisis unfolded against the 
backdrop of offsetting nuclear capabilities that were presumed to exist but very 
hard to assess. After the 1998 tests that brought Indian and Pakistani bombs out 
of the basement, some analysts offered confident predictions of deterrence sta-
bility in the expectation that offsetting capabilities for mass destruction would 
temper risk-taking.11 These hopes were quickly dashed. Growing nuclear weap-
on stockpiles and a succession of new Indian and Pakistani missiles capable of 
delivering nuclear weapons have neither stabilized deterrence nor backstopped 
diplomatic initiatives to improve bilateral relations. Instead, diplomacy has 
stagnated while nuclear capabilities have steadily advanced.12 
Several conclusions seem warranted from the substantial literature on crises 

8. Prakash Nanda, “Uri Terror Attack: Three Lessons for India from One of the Worst Strikes This Century,” Firstpost, September 19, 
2016; and Rama Laskshmi. “Indian Army Suffers Worst Strike in Years to Militants, as 17 Soldiers Die in Kashmir,” The Washington 
Post, September 18, 2016.

9. Praveen Swami, “In PM Modi Kozhikode Speech, a Powerful Case for Strategic Restraint,” The Indian Express, September 26, 2016.

10. Shishir Gupta, “Mission LoC: How India Punished Pakistan with Surgical Strikes,” Hindustan Times, October 3, 2016.

11. See Michael Krepon, “The Stability-Instability Paradox, Misperception, and Escalation Control in South Asia,” in The Stability-
Instability Paradox: Nuclear Weapons and Brinksmanship in South Asia, ed. Michael Krepon and Chris Gagné (Washington, D.C.: 
Stimson Center, 2012), 3-6.

12.  Ibid., 10.
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diplomatic initiatives to improve bilateral relations. Instead, 
diplomacy has stagnated while nuclear capabilities have 
steadily advanced.
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between India and Pakistan in the three decades following Operation Brasstacks. 
First, crises continue to occur because they do not resolve issues in dispute. The 
last “successful” war on the subcontinent (from India’s vantage point) greatly 
exacerbated Pakistani grievances against India, setting the stage for subsequent 
crises. “Successful” wars now appear inconceivable with the advent of signifi-
cant offsetting nuclear capabilities. However, limited wars remain possible and 
— as was evident in the Kargil conflict — have the potential to escalate. If a 
limited war does not escalate, then it is more likely to result in a stalemate than 
to prompt important changes to the status quo. And if the outcome of a limited 
war reinforces the status quo, it would only reinforce mutual grievances, as was 
the case with the Kargil conflict.
Second, crises have not prompted intensive and sustained diplomatic effort to rec-
oncile differences. Absent a commitment to diplomacy to resolve issues in dispute, 
grievances and the potential for crisis will remain.13 Indeed, as noted above, crises 
have reoccurred because they have added to, rather than diminished, underlying 
grievances. Consequently, India and Pakistan have been stuck in an extended 
negative feedback loop of grievances and crises without resolution. 
At the same time, the frequency of crises is hard to predict. Sometimes they fol-
low closely after each other; at other times, there can be a long hiatus between 
crises. There is, as of yet, insufficient evidence about the frequency of crises to 
draw confident conclusions. Lastly, crises have provided an impetus to nuclear 
modernization programs, upping the stakes for the next crisis. However, there is 
no evidence that an accelerated nuclear competition has affected the outcome of 
any crisis, in part because the contestants remain largely in the dark as to each 
other’s actual capabilities. 

Intensity of Crises on the Subcontinent
Indicators relating to conventional and nuclear forces merge during crises on the 
subcontinent in part because some combat aircraft and missile types can deliver 
both conventional ordnance as well as nuclear weapons. Moreover, increased 
readiness related to conventional forces can sometimes trigger steps to increase 
the readiness of nuclear capabilities. Thus, for our purposes, the intensity of a 
crisis includes actions related to both conventional and nuclear arms. Signaling 
by means of conventional military forces could range from preparations for 
limited military action to significant troop mobilization. As conventional indi-
cators intensify, nuclear indicators are likely to intensify as well. 
These steps have had, and could have in the future, clear escalatory potential. 
Because large-scale troop mobilizations can be precursors to war, they are clear 
indicators of the severity of a crisis. Large-scale military exercises could also 

13. See Riaz Khan’s assessment on what is required diplomatically to change this cycle of recurring crises in his essay in this volume, 
“Conflict Resolution and Crisis Management: Challenges in Pakistan-India Relations.”
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mask preparations for war, prompting countermoves. Key indicators for mo-
bilizations and large-scale military exercises include canceling leaves, requisi-
tioning trains to move troops and heavy equipment toward fighting corridors, 
moving entire strike corps to forward holding areas, and moving ammunition 
to supply forward-deployed troops. When these indicators are evident, a very 
serious crisis is unfolding.
A serious crisis can also be marked by missiles movements and, if the crisis ex-
tends long enough, by missile flight tests conducted to send deterrent messages. 
In a serious crisis, steps will be taken to increase the readiness of nuclear-capable 
delivery vehicles in visible ways. For example, missiles and their accompanying 
security and equipment needs can be moved out of garrisons and storage facilities. 
While these steps might not conclusively indicate the intentions of an adversary, 
in the heat of a crisis, these indicators are more likely to be viewed through the 
prism of a worst-case scenario — as preparations for launch rather than as de-
fensive measures. Likewise, the mating of warheads to delivery vehicles — if they 
can be identified — would be an extremely serious development in a deep crisis.
The weight attached to nuclear signaling depends significantly on the status of 
conventional forces during a crisis. The movements of nuclear delivery vehicles 
are far more worrisome when accompanied by large-scale mobilizations and 
military exercises. Only the extended Twin Peaks crisis was accentuated by 
flight tests.14 The absence of missile flight tests during the 1990 Compound crisis 
and 1999 Kargil War helped prevent these events from becoming more severe. 
The 2008 Mumbai crisis was too short to accommodate the preparations nec-
essary for missile flight testing. 
While we argue below that three of the five crises examined exhibit more cred-
ible forms of signaling with nuclear capabilities, the import of these signals 
is subject to debate. Feroz Khan, for example, notes that while conventional 
forces have been placed on high alert and mobilized in crises, there has been 
“no evidence of increased nuclear alert status” or operational deployment in 
the manner of the United States and Soviet Union during the Cold War.15 We 
acknowledge difficulty in determining with exactitude the intensity of nuclear 
signaling, in part because officials in Pakistan — having more reason to send 
such signals than India, which enjoys conventional military advantages — 
have hyped nuclear dangers during crises in order to engage U.S. crisis man-
agers only to downplay nuclear dangers once the crisis has passed to convey 

14.  For more on missiles and nuclear risk reduction, see Toby Dalton and Jaclyn Tandler, Understanding the Arms “Race” in South 
Asia (Washington, D.C.: Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 2012); Feroz H. Khan, “Nuclear Signaling, Missiles, and 
Escalation Control in South Asia,” in Escalation Control and the Nuclear Option in South Asia, ed. Michael Krepon, Rodney W. Jones, 
and Zaid Haider (Washington, D.C.: Stimson Center, 2004), 75-100; W.P.S. Sidhu, “India’s Security and Nuclear Risk-Reduction 
Measures,” in Escalation Control and the Nuclear Option, 1-46; and Kent L. Biringer, “Missile Threat Reduction and Monitoring in 
South Asia,” in Escalation Control and the Nuclear Option, 59-82.

15.  Khan, “Nuclear Signaling,” in Escalation Control and the Nuclear Option, 75-100. 
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the message of responsible nuclear stewardship.16 It is also quite possible that 
readiness levels for the use of nuclear weapons might differ from one state 
to the next, making it hard to assess the status of nuclear forces, including 
for intelligence agencies, which may well have been the case during the 1990 
Compound crisis.17 
We also acknowledge the difficulty for U.S. nongovernmental researchers to 
gain a granular appreciation for the intensity behind nuclear signaling during 
a crisis. However, decision-makers in India and Pakistan found themselves in 
similar straits, lacking sufficient national technical means to assess the status 
of opposing nuclear capabilities. Information that was shared during crises 
by U.S. officials has subsequently been contested, and most of those who have 
been in positions to know the intensity of signaling have been unwilling to 
share their impressions. Moreover, these impressions might have changed 
with the passage of time. Despite these uncertainties, decision-makers were 
impelled to factor nuclear dangers into their assessments during a crisis, as 
do we in this essay. 
Public statements — or “verbal pyrotechnics” in the apt phraseology of P.R. 
Chari, Pervaiz Iqbal Cheema, and Stephen P. Cohen — are not reliable indica-
tors of the severity of crises.18 These veiled and sometimes not-so-veiled threats 
might be employed to mollify a domestic audience, speed the intervention of 
crisis managers, or simply serve as a device to let off steam.19 In states like India 
and Pakistan with raucous media and combative political parties, there are 
costs for appearing “soft” on an adversary and presumed benefits for employing 
heated language.20 Likewise, not all officials are on the same page during a crisis, 
and disconnects between civil and military authorities are not uncommon on 
the subcontinent. While public rhetoric is not a reliable indicator of intensity, 
we do factor it into our assessments, as do other analysts.21 But it is important to 
keep in mind that rhetoric is less meaningful than conventional military moves 
and signaling with nuclear-capable delivery vehicles.
Finally, actions taken by third parties could serve as indicators of crisis sever-
ity. For example, issuing travel warnings or evacuating nonessential staff at 
diplomatic missions can clearly communicate the perceived severity of a crisis 
and can help (knowingly or unknowingly) in crisis management, as was the 

16.  Vipin Narang, “Posturing for Peace? Pakistan’s Nuclear Posture and South Asian Stability,” International Security 34, no. 3 
(2009/10): 38-78.

17.  Seymour H. Hersh, “On the Nuclear Edge,” The New Yorker, March 29, 1993, 64; and “Conflict Prevention and Risk Reduction: 
Lessons from the 1990 Crisis,” in, Nuclear Risk Reduction in South Asia, ed. Michael Krepon and Chris Gagné (New Delhi: Vision 
Books, 2003).

18.  P.R. Chari, Pervaiz Iqbal Cheema, and Stephen P. Cohen, The Compound Crisis of 1990: Perception, Politics, and Insecurity (Urbana: 
Program in Arms Control, Disarmament, and International Security, 2000), 111.

19.  See Samuel Black, The Changing Political Utility of Nuclear Weapons: Nuclear Threats from 1970-2010 (Washington, D.C.: Stimson 
Center, 2010). See also Chari, Cheema, and Cohen, Four Crises and a Peace Process, 194-96.

20.  See James D. Fearon, “Domestic Political Audiences and the Escalation of International Disputes,” American Political Science 
Association 88, no. 3 (1994): 577-92. 

21.  Chari, Cheema, and Cohen, Four Crises and a Peace Process, 174.
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case with the evacuation of nonessential personnel from the U.S. and British 
Embassies in May 2002 during the Twins Peaks crisis.22 

A Hierarchy of Dangerous Indicators
The following typology of dangerous indicators constitutes a list of ingredients 
rather than a recipe. New ingredients could be added as new military capabil-
ities and tactics evolve. A “playbook” of indicators has gained its content from 
previous crises, but its application is likely to reflect the particulars of the crisis 
at hand. Multiple indicators of the severity of a crisis are likely to be present, 
while others could be held back for signaling purposes as a crisis unfolds. 
Among the measures that indicate the top-most tier of intensity in a crisis be-
tween India and Pakistan are the following: limited warfare between significant 
units of their armed forces, indications that missiles and nuclear warheads 
have been mated in the field, deployment in the field or in fighting corridors of 
missiles armed with nuclear weapons or dual-capable missiles, movement of 
nuclear-capable aircraft to satellite bases and positioned on runway alert, the 
stand-down of aircraft and other front-line equipment to prepare for combat, 
the mobilization of offensive and defensive units to fighting corridors with com-
bat equipment and ammunition, and the cancellation of leaves. 
These indicators are unlikely to be singular; if a crisis has reached this level 
of extreme intensity, multiple indicators are likely present, suggesting a sig-
nificant risk of escalation. Leaders wishing to signal their interest in restraint 
even when many indicators of an intense crisis are present can do so by not 
taking additional steps associated with readiness for nuclear weapons use. 
Under these harrowing circumstances, crisis management is still possible and 
urgently necessary.
Among the indicators of a very serious crisis — but one that offers more room for 
creative de-escalatory crisis management — we would include large-scale military 
exercises in sensitive areas, the movement of some but not many missiles out of 
garrisons and some nuclear-capable aircraft to satellite bases, the movement of 
warships presumed to carry nuclear weapons out of port, and threatening state-
ments by national leaders suggesting increased readiness to use nuclear weapons. 
A third rung of crisis intensity might include indicators like small-unit skirmishes 
between troops along the Kashmir divide characterized by an accentuated tempo 
of overrunning posts amid higher casualty counts, additional publicized cross-
LoC raids and nationalistic media campaigns accompanying them,23 intensified 
small arms, rocket, and artillery fire across the Kashmir divide, an increased tem-
po of operations by anti-India groups linked to Pakistan’s military and intelligence 

22.  Polly Nayak and Michael Krepon, US Crisis Management in South Asia’s Twin Peaks Crisis, 2nd ed. (Washington, D.C.: Stimson 
Center, 2014), 10-48. 

23.  For a discussion on the role of media in crisis escalation see the essay by Ruhee Neog in this volume, “Self-Referencing the 
News: Media, Policymaking, and Public Opinion in India-Pakistan Crises.”
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services, public statements by national leaders conveying veiled or open nuclear 
threats, and an increased tempo of missile flight tests. These conditions are partly 
present in India and Pakistan at the time of this publication. 
This typology is dynamic rather than static. Leaders can take steps to “jump” 
rungs in response to triggering events. New indicators could be employed as 
nuclear capabilities and military tactics evolve. Of special note are the devel-
opment and induction of short-range “tactical” nuclear weapons in Pakistan 
and nuclear-capable ground- and submarine-launched cruise missiles by both 
countries. The signals associated with these weapon systems have yet to appear, 
and when they do, they could be hard to read. 
Early on, it was difficult for Indian and Pakistani decision-makers to read each 
other’s signals because they did not possess the technical means to observe 
readiness measures. They relied on information gleaned by U.S. intelligence to 
fill information gaps, with the understanding that Washington could impart 
useful information as well as overreact to such indicators. The development and 
induction of new nuclear capabilities could well add to difficulties in assessing 
nuclear signals.

Signaling in the Brasstacks Crisis (1986-87)
The most serious stage of the Brasstacks crisis was marked by aggressive 
military maneuvers that could have been interpreted as either a prelude or 
provocation to conflict. The crisis began in 1986 during one of India’s tri-
ennial military exercise programs, Operation Brasstacks, in the western 
state of Rajasthan. According to some accounts, India and Pakistan shared a 
“semi-formal understanding” regarding large-scale military maneuvers and 
exercises and that letters formalizing this agreement were exchanged on a 
“semi-official basis.”24 However, one senior Indian military official noted that 
Gen. Sundarji might have been unaware of this agreement at the time of the 
Brasstacks crisis.25 
The initiation of the crisis centered on the mobilization of some 250,000 Indian 
troops and 1,300 tanks — according to Pakistani estimates — along the India-
Pakistan border in a way that caused sufficient concern within Pakistan that 
India could reorient its forces to bisect the country.26 Some Indian railway routes 
were commandeered to move troops and heavy equipment, and strike corps 
carried ammunition with them to forward posts.27 While lines of communica-
tion remained open on both sides through multiple channels, Indian informa-
tion sharing was “uncooperative and evasive.”28 

24.  Chari, Cheema, and Cohen, Four Crises and a Peace Process, 41.

25.  Ibid.

26.  Ibid., 44.

27.  Ibid., 49. 

28.  Ibid., 52.
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Pakistan responded by moving two strike corps closer to the border dividing 
the Pakistani state of Punjab and crossed the Sutlej River in January 1987 in a 
move that “seriously alarmed” Indian policymakers, as this mobilization si-
multaneously threatened both Kashmir and the Indian state of Punjab.29 India 
immediately took counter-defensive positions along the border, reinforced by a 
substantial airlift, and set off “war hysteria” in each country’s national media.30 
When the potential severity of the crisis became clear to Indian Prime Minister 
Rajiv Gandhi, he took actions clarifying India’s non-hostile intent — including 
the transfer of Sundarji’s closest civilian confidante, Arun Singh, away from 
the Ministry of Defense. Experienced diplomats on both sides — with an assist 
from Pakistan’s leader, Gen. Zia-ul-Haq, who visited India to attend a cricket 
match — worked out the phased return of soldiers to their barracks. Third par-
ties, especially the United States, did not appear to overreact, nor did they play 
a significant crisis management role.
Neither state possessed nuclear weapons during this crisis, so nuclear signaling was 
inferential at most. There were, however, aspects of this crisis with nuclear conno-
tations. According to one chronicler, Sundarji subsequently conveyed his intent “to 
defeat Pakistan by conventional arms before the latter acquired a nuclear deterrent 
that would make all-out war impossibly dangerous for both sides.”31 This character-
ization has been disputed. If this was indeed Sundarji’s intention, his plan appeared 
to depend on Pakistan’s striking the first blow prior to indicators of an imminent 
attack. If the idea behind Operation Brasstacks was to be a prod, the Pakistan Army 
General Headquarters in Rawalpindi declined to overreact. 
For this characterization of the crisis to be convincing, Sundarji would have had 
to transport sufficient stocks of supplies and ammunition to engage in a war of 
choice rather than a large-scale military exercise. One of Sundarji’s close aides 
during the crisis denies this to have been the case.32 The Indian government has 
not shed light on this matter, nor have individuals in a position to know gone 
on the public record with respect to this crucial indicator of intent.33 The pres-
ence of sufficient supplies and ammunition would confirm what has become 
conventional wisdom about the escalation dangers associated with Operation 
Brasstacks. If ammunition in sufficient quantities to carry out an offensive did 
not accompany Sundarji’s troops in the field, however, then conventional wis-
dom is overblown. Indeed, if Sundarji’s troops were equipped to train but not 
to fight, and if this information had been conveyed to Pakistani leaders, it could 
have diminished the intensity of this crisis much earlier. 

29.  Ibid., 39, 54.

30.  Ibid., 55. 

31.  Ibid., 67.

32.  Michael Krepon’s interview with a close Sundarji aide, New Delhi, August 10, 2017.

33.  Accounts of live ammunition involved in Operation Brasstacks include Chari, Cheema, and Cohen, Four Crises and a Peace 
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As this matter remains hazy three decades after Operation Brasstacks, it is diffi-
cult to assess the actual intensity of this crisis. Lingering impressions offer florid 
accounts of Pakistani messaging with strong nuclear overtones. In a January 
1987 meeting between Pakistan’s Minister of State for Foreign Affairs Zain 
Noorani and the Indian High Commissioner in Islamabad S.K. Singh, Singh 
recalled being warned that Pakistan was “capable of inflicting unacceptable 
damage” not just on northern India but also beyond. In Singh’s recollection, 
Noorani “made no attempt to deny that he was implying an attack on Bombay 
(now Mumbai), where India’s premier nuclear facilities are located.”34 
The second instance of messaging was haphazard. During the crisis, Indian jour-
nalist Kuldip Nayar interviewed A.Q. Khan, the garrulous head of Kahuta Research 
Laboratories, Pakistan’s uranium enrichment facilities. Their meeting appeared to 
have an impromptu character, rather than one arranged to send a purposeful signal. 
In any event, one of Khan’s messages — “[w]e are here to stay and let it be clear that 
we shall use the bomb if our existence is threatened” — was not privately conveyed 
to Indian leaders during the crisis or, for that matter, to the reading public until after 
the crisis was over, when Nayar placed his piece in a London paper.35 
In Operation Brasstacks, nuclear signaling was more bravado than fact. 
Pakistan did not yet appear to possess an operational capability to deliver nu-
clear weapons, and India lagged behind Pakistan in this regard. However, the 
Brasstacks crisis did set a template for subsequent crises in that it served as a 
prod to accelerate nuclear capabilities. As the dean of Indian strategic analysts, 
K. Subrahmanyam, later observed, Sundarji’s grand military exercise backfired. 
It “provided a very convenient cover for Pakistan to unveil its nuclear weapons 
to the world.”36 The unveiling actually occurred a decade later, after India tested 
its nuclear devices.

Nuclear Signaling in the 1990 Compound Crisis 
Sumit Ganguly and Devin Hagerty noted that the 1990 Compound crisis constitut-
ed a “bridge” between the pre-nuclear and post-nuclear eras in South Asian history.37 
Like Brasstacks, the Compound crisis was also instigated by a large-scale military 
exercise, this time by the Pakistani army chief. This mobilization — combined with 
internal unrest in Punjab and Indian-administered Kashmir fomented by Pakistani 
intelligence services — led to another tense military standoff. By 1990, both states 
appeared to have nuclear weapon capabilities, with Pakistan possessing more of an 
operational capability than India.38 According to Raj Chengappa’s heavily sourced 
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account, Indian intelligence sources gave Prime Minister Gandhi “incontrovertible 
evidence” that Pakistan possessed an operational nuclear weapon delivery capa-
bility in October 1988.39 Air Commodore Jasjit Singh dates this capability one year 
earlier.40 The Kargil Review Commission, led by Subrahmanyam, reported that “in 
August 1990, Indian intelligence obtained information that Pakistan had developed 
a policy of using [nuclear] weapons as a first resort in case of war.”41 
Subrahmanyam recollected that “in the period 1987-1990, India was totally 
vulnerable to the Pakistani nuclear threat.” But around the time of the 1990 
Compound crisis, India was on the cusp of having nuclear weapon delivery ca-
pabilities. Subrahmanyam confirmed in his personal recollections published in 
1998 that “the first Indian nuclear deterrent came into existence in early 1990.”42 
However, during the crisis Pakistani leaders talked in ways that reflected more 
confidence in their nuclear program.
In the middle of the crisis, Pakistani Foreign Minister Sahibzada Yakub Khan visit-
ed New Delhi and spoke in extravagant terms to Indian Prime Minister V.P. Singh 
and Foreign Minister I.K. Gujral, hinting that the tense situation in Kashmir could 
get far worse and that extreme dangers could be in the offing. (Prime Minister 
Benazir Bhutto made matters worse by visiting Muzaffarabad and calling for a “holy 
jihad” over Kashmir.) Yakub Khan subsequently downplayed his messaging in New 
Delhi, while the Kargil Review Commission report relays that V.P. Singh and Gujral 
took the Pakistani Foreign Minister’s démarche “as an ultimatum.” Subrahmanyam 
notes that, “[t]he Indian Air Force was put on alert,” although whether this was done 
in response to Yakub Khan’s démarche is not clear.43 
An important book-length account of India’s nuclear program written by George 
Perkovich assesses that India had two dozen or more fissile material cores ready 
for mating by the time of the Compound crisis. India apparently possessed no 
dedicated means of delivering these cores because of dysfunctional relations 
between its nuclear enclave and its military leadership.44 They would have been 
inserted into bulky devices of unproven design only deliverable by improvised 
means.45 Raj Chengappa’s account suggests that an improvised deterrent could 
have been readied during the crisis.46 Another account by civil servant B.G. 
Deshmukh suggests that Indian planning during the crisis proceeded on the 
basis of not using nuclear weapons.47 
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Whatever the state of India’s deterrent in 1990, it most certainly lagged behind 
Pakistan’s — although some Indian leaders might well have disbelieved this. 
V.P. Singh, for example, stated that if Pakistan were to deploy nuclear weap-
ons, India would follow suit.48 However, Pakistan’s advantages were quite real: 
Rawalpindi had in its possession a functional and deliverable first-generation 
bomb design courtesy of China.49 Additionally, in 1990 — perhaps related to 
the Compound crisis — Pakistan apparently resumed enriching uranium to 
weapons-grade, breaking its pledge to the Reagan administration not to do 
so.50 In former U.S. Ambassador to Pakistan Robert Oakley’s recollection, after 
possibly down-blending highly enriched uranium in response to earlier U.S. 
démarches, Pakistan resumed 90 percent enrichment “in early 1990” just as the 
tensions peaked during the Compound crisis.51 
It was not surprising, then, that signaling during the Compound crisis was 
mostly one-sided, reflecting both a reasonable Pakistani assumption of its ad-
vantageous nuclear posture and its concerns over the outbreak of a conventional 
war. During the crisis, Pakistani decision-makers took visible steps to indi-
cate heightened readiness to use nuclear weapons, although the extent of such 
preparations is subject to debate.52 Seymour Hersh wrote an overheated account 
of this crisis in The New Yorker, which was subsequently recycled by William 
Burroughs and Robert Windrem.53 Hersh reports that Pakistan ostentatiously 
placed nuclear-capable F-16 aircraft on runway alert and carried out unusual 
activity around the Kahuta enrichment complex. While some of Hersh’s details 
appear overdramatized, there seems little doubt that Pakistan sought to exploit 
the presumption of its having nuclear weapon capabilities during the crisis to 
apply leverage on New Delhi and to seek Washington’s intervention.54 
This interpretation of Pakistan’s actions during the Compound crisis aligns 
with what Vipin Narang terms a “catalytic” nuclear posture — one relying on 
nuclear moves aimed at “catalyzing” a third party — in this case, the United 
States — to de-escalate the crisis.55 Narang considers the Compound crisis the 
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“most explicit example” of Pakistan’s utilization of a catalytic posture.56 Namely, 
Pakistan “triggered” a U.S. intervention by deliberately signaling to the United 
States — more so than to India — that it was increasing its nuclear readiness. 
The signal was certainly effective in galvanizing a U.S diplomatic interven-
tion. Hersh’s account reflected deep concerns by some in the U.S. intelligence 
community concerning Pakistan’s nuclear preparations during the Compound 
crisis. He quotes the recollection of Richard J. Kerr, then the deputy director of 
the CIA, as saying:

It was the most dangerous nuclear situation we have ever faced since I’ve 
been in the U.S. government. It may be as close as we’ve come to a nucle-
ar exchange. It was far more frightening than the Cuban missile crisis.57

This is a striking statement and one that Kerr subsequently and privately ac-
knowledged to one of the authors as being overly dramatic. The U.S. intelligence 
community was new to the business of assessing nuclear dangers during cri-
ses on the subcontinent and might have had difficulty assessing the degree to 
which Pakistan’s “nuclear antics” — an Indian characterization — were real or 
embellished.58 
Subrahmanyam recalls that “[t]here was a top-secret analysis in India on the 
probability of the Pakistani nuclear threat and it concluded that it was not very 
significant.”59 Apparently, however, Pakistan’s signaling was deemed sufficient 
to warrant placing the Indian Air Force on alert. George Perkovich’s account 
also confirms that India was not “worrying explicitly about a nuclear threat 
from Pakistan” at that time and was unaware of the Pakistani activities detected 
by U.S. intelligence.60 
The Compound crisis, like Brasstacks, provided an impetus to both countries to 
further advance their nuclear capabilities, with the development and flight test-
ing of missile programs taking on greater urgency. Pakistan took the brunt of 
U.S. disapproval. After the crisis, the George H.W. Bush administration invoked 
Pressler Amendment sanctions, as it was no longer able to certify that Pakistan 
was not in possession of a nuclear bomb. The resumption of Pakistan’s pro-
duction of highly enriched uranium around the time of the Compound crisis 
removed the last fig leaf that had allowed the Reagan and Bush administrations 
to continue military support to Pakistan during the Afghan jihad against the 
Soviet Union.
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Nuclear Signaling in the Kargil War
The nuclear shadow hung heavily over the Kargil War, which undeniably laid to 
rest predictions by South Asian leaders and analysts that offsetting nuclear ca-
pabilities would help stabilize the subcontinent. Instead, the stability-instability 
paradox seemed clearly applicable to the subcontinent, as many have noted.61 
While deterrence optimists like Kenneth Waltz have argued that nuclear-armed 
states will avoid military escalation at all costs, Peter Lavoy argued otherwise. In 
his view, the Kargil experience proves that India and Pakistan “will fight where 
they think they can” and seek the capacity to fight limited, conventional wars.62 
As the semi-official Indian Kargil Review Commission report concluded: 

Did the nuclear tests conducted by India and Pakistan in May 1998 rule 
out a major conventional war between them? Possibly not; but only up 
to a given threshold, which margin was exploited by Pakistan.63 

Increased missile readiness — but not flight testing — played an important role 
in signaling during the Kargil crisis, although some accounts may be overstat-
ed. Raj Chengappa’s account, based on heavy sourcing within India’s nuclear 
enclave, asserts that:

India activated all three types of nuclear delivery vehicles and kept them 
in what is known as Readiness State 3 — meaning that some nuclear 
bombs would be ready to be mated with the delivery vehicle at short no-
tice. The air force was asked to keep Mirage fighters on standby. DRDO 
scientists headed to where Prithvi missiles were deployed and at least 
four of them were readied for possible nuclear strike. Even an Agni 
missile capable of launching a nuclear warhead was moved to a western 
Indian state and kept in a state of readiness.64

U.S. accounts of the Kargil War have not independently confirmed these steps. 
If taken, they suggest that India’s leaders and its nuclear enclave were chas-
tened by Pakistan’s advantages and their own lack of preparation during the 
1990 Compound crisis. However, Chengappa’s sources might have overstated 
India’s ability to sustain nuclear readiness. At the time, the Prithvi missiles were 
liquid-fueled, and thus inherently difficult to maintain in a readiness status 
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for nuclear attack because of liquid fuel’s corrosive properties and other main-
tenance challenges associated with such missiles. A more reliable and flexible 
option was the solid-fueled Agni, which had been successfully flight tested three 
times before the Kargil War. India also possessed a first-generation bomb design 
proven in the 1998 tests and presumably the means to deliver it by specially 
equipped aircraft. 
The U.S. intelligence community was closely following increased nuclear-re-
lated readiness during the Kargil War, presumably comparing these moves 
against the admittedly unclear baselines established during the Compound 
crisis. President Bill Clinton used the information gleaned by U.S. intelli-
gence to place Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif, who was in the dark over in-
creased nuclear readiness measures, in an untenable position during the 
Pakistani prime minister’s desperate trip to Washington over the July 4th 
holiday in search of an exit strategy.65 Former Indian Minister of External 
Affairs Jaswant Singh recounts that the Indian side had indeed received some 
information that Pakistan was operationalizing its nuclear weapons, but it 
was considered a “desperate gambit.”66 Gen. V.P. Malik, India’s army chief 
during the Kargil crisis, claims that U.S. accounts of Pakistani nuclear prepa-
rations were an exaggeration.67 To add to the confusion, Malik’s successor, 
Gen. S. Padmanabhan, publicly stated Pakistan had activated a nuclear base 
and threatened a nuclear attack on India.68

The Kargil crisis was accompanied by rhetorical volleys affirming readiness to 
use nuclear weapons, if the need arose. For example, Pakistani Foreign Secretary 
Shamshad Ahmad asserted, “[w]e will not hesitate to use any weapon in our ar-
senal to defend our territorial integrity.”69 For its part, India also did not rule out 
the use of nuclear weapons during the Kargil crisis. As then National Security 
Advisor Brajesh Mishra later noted, “[c]rossing the Line of Control (LoC) was 
not ruled out, nor was the use of nuclear weapons.”70 
After the crisis, Pakistani spokespersons denied undue readiness, and Feroz 
Khan has offered reasons why Washington might have overreacted by not being 
able to distinguish between offensive and defensive moves of nuclear-capa-
ble missiles.71 It would certainly be in Pakistan’s interest to downplay nuclear 
signaling after the Kargil War, as this would serve a national narrative of re-
sponsible nuclear stewardship. But again these denials are hard to accept fully. 
If Pakistan increased its readiness posture for the Compound crisis, which 
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entailed large-scale military exercises in fighting corridors but no fighting, it 
presumably would have increased nuclear readiness even more in the run-up 
to and during a limited conventional war with India.  

Nuclear Signaling in the Twin Peaks Crisis (2001-2)
The 2001-2 Twin Peaks crisis was the longest-lasting crisis in South Asian con-
temporary history, with both militaries facing off at the border for almost a 
year.72 Throughout the duration of the crisis, both sides engaged in deliberate 
nuclear signaling. The attack on the Indian Parliament building in December 
2001, coming on the heels of the Kargil War, prompted a vigorous Indian re-
sponse. Five days after the Parliament attack, the Prime Minister Vajpayee-led 
government launched Operation Parakram, moving entire strike corps with 
equipment and ammunition to fighting corridors. Satellite airfields were read-
ied, and the Eastern Fleet was repositioned in the event of an order to blockade 
Karachi Harbor. Rawalpindi scrambled to move forces from its western border 
with Afghanistan to take blocking action. 
Rhetorical volleys accompanied the troop movements. On the occasion of 
Pakistan’s National Day in March 2002, President Musharraf ’s speech warned 
that India would be taught an “unforgettable lesson” if it started a war, a state-
ment that Indian Defense Minister George Fernandes characterized as “child-
ish.”73 For good measure, in an interview for the April 6, 2002, issue of the 
German weekly Der Spiegel, Musharraf stated that, as a factual matter, “as a last 
resort, the atom bomb is also possible.”74 New Delhi’s pointed rejoinder came in 
the form of a flight test of the Agni missile. 
The George W. Bush administration’s approach to crisis management en-
tailed seeking to play for time by choreographing high-level visitors and elic-
iting promises from President Musharraf to clamp down on violent extremist 
groups.75 This strategy appeared to be working but did not lead to troop de-
mobilizations, in part because there was no obvious de-escalatory device to 
walk back readiness levels. In addition, India had “snapped communications” 
between the two countries.76 
The crisis peaked again in May 2002 when militants in Jammu struck at hous-
ing facilities for mobilized Indian troops and their dependents. A procession 
of threatening statements, missile moves, and missile flight tests followed. The 
situation appeared dire when Vajpayee visited the front and told his soldiers, 
“[t]he time has come for a decisive battle, and we will have a sure victory in this 
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battle.”77 But Vajpayee followed his threat by traveling to a remote hill station 
for an official function and a “vacation.” The Bush administration again scram-
bled to renew crisis management efforts. The crisis petered out in the fall, when 
successful elections in the Indian state of Jammu and Kashmir provided an exit 
strategy for Indian troop mobilizations.78 
By the time of the Twin Peaks crisis, there could be no doubt that both India 
and Pakistan possessed nuclear weapons capable of delivery by missiles as well 
as aircraft. Nuclear signaling was very purposeful during this crisis, befitting its 
intensity. Provocative public statements were exchanged inferring readiness to 
cross the nuclear threshold. Given the length of the crisis, missile flight testing 
figured prominently in signaling strategies. India tested the “Pakistan-specific” 
Agni II on the day of the Parliament attack (reflecting earlier preparations), 
followed by the Agni I and the BrahMos missile.79 Pakistan flight tested the 
Ghauri, Ghaznavi, Abdali, and Shaheen missiles.80 
Very high readiness levels for conventional warfare were presumably ac-
companied by readiness for nuclear weapon use. Early in the crisis, Indian 
Minister of Defense Fernandes noted publicly that India’s “missile systems 
are in position.”81 Whatever the nuclear readiness levels deemed necessary by 
Indian and Pakistani leaders were, their status was not publicly characterized 
during the crisis. Elements of missile readiness, including forward deploy-
ments of missiles lacking extended range — the Prithvi and the Hatf I and 
II — were evident for U.S. satellites to observe.82 However, Feroz Khan argues 
that Pakistan did not feel the need to put its nuclear forces on alert; rather, 
the crisis “gave Pakistan confidence in its nuclear deterrent and provided 
important lessons for nuclear planners.”83

The most telling evidence of rising nuclear dangers during the Twin Peaks cri-
sis was the directive issued by U.S. Ambassador to India Robert Blackwill for 
nonessential embassy personnel to leave the country.84 Blackwill’s directive was 
issued 17 days after the second spike of the Twin Peaks crisis. Removing large 
numbers of U.S. citizens in India in a shooting war with the potential of crossing 
the nuclear threshold was a logistical nightmare. Blackwill’s purpose was quite 
straightforward: to begin this process as soon as possible. Blackwill and others 
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in the Bush administration believed that the second spike of the Twin Peaks 
crisis would likely lead to war. The removal of nonessential embassy personnel 
was therefore a prudent precautionary measure — and a signal to those contem-
plating a trip to India to stay away. 
Blackwill’s directive turned out to be an important de-escalatory measure, clar-
ifying New Delhi’s difficulties in keeping the heat on Pakistan while trying to 
welcome foreign travelers and corporate investors to India. Prime Minister 
Vajpayee’s stirring speech to the troops in Jammu to be prepared for a decisive 
battle might have been hyperbole for the benefit of the Bush administration’s 
crisis managers, but this level of tension in an unresolved crisis lasting almost 
a year was also damaging to Indian prospects for economic growth. By in-
advertently but successfully calling New Delhi’s bluff, Blackwill identified an 
important tool for future U.S. crisis managers. 

Nuclear Signaling in the 2008 Mumbai Crisis
After six years without a major crisis, a terrorist attack at the heart of India’s 
largest city threatened to propel India and Pakistan toward nuclear escala-
tion once again. Senior U.S. officials — veterans of the Twin Peaks crisis — 
again mobilized for crisis management, their task made easier by the clear 
unwillingness of Indian Prime Minister Singh to mobilize troops or engage 
in escalatory rhetoric. The Mumbai crisis was extremely embarrassing and 
frustrating for India, as the lack of preparedness of Indian security forces 
and the cruelty of the attackers played out in real time before a transfixed, 
horrified, and outraged domestic audience. The crisis also deeply embarrassed 
Pakistan, as phone conversations between the perpetrators and their handlers 
became publicly accessible after being intercepted by the Indian government. 
The perpetrators and their handlers were affiliated with LeT, a by-now famil-
iar militant group with a history of support from Pakistan’s Inter-Services 
Intelligence. LeT continued to enjoy considerable freedom of action despite 
then President Musharraf ’s pledges to clamp down on the group during the 
Twin Peaks crisis.
Conventional wisdom after the 2001 Parliament attack held that “another ter-
rorist outrage could easily trigger an Indian response.”85 But the response of the 
Singh-led coalition government to the deadly and spectacular Mumbai attacks 
was notably restrained. Pakistan’s Inter-Service Public Relations, the media 
wing of the armed forces, issued no press releases about heightened alert levels 
after the Mumbai attacks. To the contrary, the Pakistan Army let it be known to 
journalists that the Indian Army had not mobilized and that the ceasefire along 

85.  See Chari, Cheema, and Cohen, Four Crises and a Peace Process, 205. Bruce Riedel and Teresita Schaffer make similar 
predictions in “Expert Says US Should Help Revive India-Pakistan Peace Talks,” Voice of America News, January 20, 2011; and 
Teresita Schaffer, “Is There Life After Cricket?” South Asia Hand, April 1, 2011, http://southasiahand.com/pakistan/india-pakistan-is-
there-life-after-cricket.
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the Kashmir divide, instituted after the Twin Peaks crisis, was still holding.86 In 
December 2008, as with the Twin Peaks crisis, Pakistani troops along the west-
ern border with Afghanistan were moved toward the India-Pakistan border. 
However, a Pakistani defense official characterized the movement as a simple 
redistribution of troops from “snowbound areas and places where operational 
commitments were less.”87 
Somewhat heightened measures were apparently taken after a hoax phone call 
when someone posing as Indian External Affairs Minister Pranab Mukerjee 
was directly connected to Pakistani President Asif Ali Zardari, former Prime 
Minister Benazir Bhutto’s widow who had come to power in the 2008 elections 
as the standard bearer of the Pakistan People’s Party.88 Pressures for escalation 
built over the last two weeks of December when Pakistan’s new weak civilian 
government proved incapable of deflecting hawkish critiques, receiving little 
assistance from Rawalpindi. The Pakistani press reported air space violations 
by the Indian Air Force, with denials reported in the Indian media.89 Both sides 
canceled military leaves and implemented increased air force and air defense 
alert postures as the Indian Army conducted seasonal exercises.90 These steps 
were modest compared to previous crises. They were accompanied by a notable 
absence of reports of missile movements and telling preparations for conven-
tional warfare. Unlike previous crises, direct official communication between 
Indian and Pakistani leaders continued, interspersed with rhetorical volleys. 
In the immediate aftermath of the Mumbai attacks, Prime Minister Singh ap-
peared intent not to repeat Vajpayee’s decision to mobilize for war without 
the benefit of a “plan B.” Given the civil-military divide in Pakistan, President 
Zardari was as unable to influence the course of events in Pakistan as was Prime 
Minister Sharif during the Kargil War. Once again, U.S. crisis managers rose 
to the occasion, helped by much-improved ties with India as a result of the 
George W. Bush administration’s championing of a civil-nuclear deal for India. 
Pakistan was on the back foot throughout due to its inability or unwillingness to 
follow through with previous pledges that its soil would not be used to facilitate 
such attacks. 
The Bush administration’s crisis managers found it far easier to defuse the 
Mumbai crisis than the Twin Peaks crisis. New Delhi’s restraint served India 
well; Pakistan’s international standing and prospects for economic growth con-
tinued to decline while India’s continued to rise, backstopped by closer ties to 
the United States. 

86.  Nayak and Krepon, The Unfinished Crisis, 41; and Syed Irfan Raza, “Govt Convenes All Party Conference,” Dawn, December 1, 2008.
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88.  “A Hoax Call That Could Have Triggered War,” Dawn, December 6, 2008; and Nayak and Krepon, The Unfinished Crisis, 12-13, 
44-45.

89.  Nayak and Krepon, The Unfinished Crisis, 45; and Bibhudatta Pradhan and Khalid Qayum, “India Denies Its Planes Violated 
Pakistani Airspace (Update2),” Bloomberg, December 14, 2008.

90.  Nayak and Krepon, The Unfinished Crisis, 45-6; Richard A. Oppel Jr. and Salman Masood, “Pakistan Moves Troops amid Tension 
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Assessing the Intensity of Nuclear-Tinged Crises 
Measuring the intensity of the five nuclear-tinged crises covered in this essay 
is an imprecise art, partly because some of the key steps taken by Pakistan and 
India have been difficult to ascertain. In addition, public reports and published 
studies of these crises may not be entirely correct. Nuclear deterrence rests on 
ambiguity, and some of the signals sent during crises were purposefully ambig-
uous. In particular, the mating of warheads with missiles during crises — an 
extreme indicator of intensity — can be hard to assess, as is whether nuclear 
weapons have been loaded on aircraft during a crisis. Mobilizations, on the 
other hand, cannot be ambiguous; they send a clear signal of the severity of a 
crisis. Uncertainties also extended to the state of adversarial nuclear capabilities, 
especially in the Compound crisis and the Kargil War. On balance, ambiguity 
likely has reinforced deterrence in past crises. As the authors of Four Crises and 
a Peace Process wrote, “mutual worst-case analyses ensured that for both sides 
the opponent’s capabilities loomed even larger than objective circumstances 
strictly warranted.”91 
Looking back over these crises chronologically, miscalculation accompanying 
Operation Brasstacks could have led to war given how little New Delhi did to 
alleviate Pakistani concerns as the crisis built. The Compound crisis appears in 
retrospect to be less dangerous than some thought at the time. A limited war 
between two nuclear-armed states, as occurred in the heights above Kargil, 
was extremely dangerous even though India and Pakistan exercised significant 
measures of operational restraint to avoid escalation. The Twin Peaks crisis was 
also extraordinarily dangerous. For all the fireworks associated with the 2008 
Mumbai crisis, its level of intensity was not high, as India’s leadership clarified 
early on that war was not an option. 
Rajesh Rajagopalan has argued that crises between India and Pakistan do not 
progress in a linear fashion.92 This essay reaffirms Rajagopalan’s assessment. 
Focusing on measures that indicate the intensity of nuclear signaling, as noted 
in Table 1, a rank ordering of the five crises covered in this essay would place 
the Kargil War and the Twin Peaks crisis in the top tier, followed by Operation 
Brasstacks and the Compound crisis in the second tier, and the 2008 Mumbai 
crisis in the third tier. As more details emerge about these crises, this rank 
ordering could be subject to change. If, however, our rank ordering is correct, 
the high-water mark for risk-taking on the subcontinent since the advent of nu-
clear weapons occurred within the first three-to-four years of the 1998 nuclear 
tests. However, this too could change depending on the risk-taking behavior by 
Indian political and Pakistani military leaders in the future. 

91.  Chari, Cheema, and Cohen, Four Crises and a Peace Process, 102.
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Evolving Nuclear Capabilities and Future Crises
No one can rest easy that the worst of South Asia’s nuclear-tinged crises is in 
the rearview mirror. Grievances have not been addressed as military capabilities 
as well as tactics continue to evolve. Major events on the subcontinent have a 
way of surprising leaders — including the onset and conclusions of wars — and 
could be beyond their capacity to control. Another risk-taking army chief in 
Pakistan or anti-India militant groups based in Pakistan could spark another 
serious crisis. A bold Indian prime minister could decide to escalate matters. If 
the Pakistan Army turns against anti-India groups, these groups might retaliate 
against targets in India as well as Pakistan, seeking to spark a catalytic war.93 
Disaffected Muslims in India could spark a crisis, as might aggrieved Muslims 
in Kashmir facing severe police crackdowns. Extended protests, especially vio-
lent protests, could draw a higher level of support from across the Kashmir di-
vide — a familiar escalatory pattern. Additional surgical strikes could lead to re-
taliation in kind or escalation. Alternatively, Indian and Pakistani leaders might 
decide to seek reconciliation, prompting a fierce backlash from irreconcilables.

The Impact of Nuclear Modernization on Crisis Intensity
The modernization, expansion, and development of new nuclear capabilities 
might significantly alter the nature of nuclear signaling in the next intense crisis 
on the subcontinent. Pakistan’s embrace of “full-spectrum deterrence” signals 
a confirmation of open-ended nuclear requirements to deter the possibility of 
Indian conventional warfare.94 For example, retired Pakistani Air Commodore 
Adil Sultan indicated Pakistan’s development of the Hatf IX or Nasr short-range 
delivery capability, first successfully tested in April 2011, would grant Pakistan 
“flexible deterrence options” to counter the conventional threat from India.95 
Similarly, both India and Pakistan’s pursuit of multiple independently targe-
table re-entry vehicles could further fuel vertical proliferation in the region. 
As accuracies improve, the lure of counterforce targeting could also increase.96 
Both countries are building out nuclear triads with the development and testing 
of submarine-launched missiles.97 India successfully launched its K-4 ballistic 
missile from a submerged barge in May 2014 with Pakistan successfully test-
ing its first submarine-launched, nuclear-capable cruise missile, the Babur-3, 
in January 2017.98 India could also employ the BrahMos and Nirbhay cruise 
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Table 1: India-Pakistan Crisis Intensity Indicators 
CRISES

Indicator
Brasstacks 
(1986-87)

Compound 
(1990)

Kargil (1999)
Twin 
Peaks 

(2001-2)

Mumbai 
(2008)

E
xt

re
m

e 
in

te
ns

ity

Limited warfare X

Missiles, warheads mated X

Nuclear weapons or dual-use 
missiles deployed to field/
fighting corridors

X X

Nuclear-capable aircraft 
moved to satellite bases/
positioned on runways

X X X

Preparing aircraft, frontline 
equipment for combat

X X

Mobilization of offensive/
defensive units to fighting 
corridors with ammunition

X X X X X

Cancellation of leaves X X X X

S
ev

er
e 

in
te

ns
ity

Large-scale military exercises 
in sensitive areas

X X

Movement of missiles out of 
garrisons and some nuclear-
capable aircraft to satellite 
bases

X X

Movement of warships out 
of port

X

Rhetoric from national 
leadership suggesting 
heightened nuclear readiness

X X X X X

M
od

er
at

e 
in

te
ns

ity

Small unit skirmishes along 
the Line of Control (LoC)

X

Publicizing LoC raids and 
accompanying national media 
campaigns

Intensified small arms, rocket, 
and artillery fire across LoC

X

Increased tempo/boldness of 
Pakistan-supported anti-India 
militant groups

X X

Missile flight tests X
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missiles from its sea-based deterrent and choose to deploy ballistic missile de-
fenses, which would provide further impetus to Pakistan’s nuclear capabilities 
while adding another factor in crisis management calculations.99 
As both countries’ nuclear capabilities expand and diversify, nuclear signaling 
during crises could evolve as well. A broader spectrum of missile delivery systems 
would grant policymakers a wider range of options by which to engage in nuclear 
signaling. Where some previous crises were marked by the movement of short- 
and medium-range ballistic missiles, leaders in future crises could also employ 
longer-range missiles and sea-based capabilities to signal nuclear readiness. 
Several nuclear-capable delivery vehicles — such as Pakistan’s Nasr short-range 
missile and India’s supersonic cruise missiles — have yet to play roles in a cri-
sis scenario. Rules of engagement could be of critical importance in the event 
of limited warfare, as both systems are dual capable and could be considered 
high-priority targets for air force pilots. The timeframe for decision-making 
regarding nuclear signaling and responses could well be compressed in a fu-
ture crisis. Uncertainty regarding the deployment and alert level of varied nu-
clear-capable assets could prompt leaders to make rapid decisions based on 
partial information and incorrect inferences, resulting in significant escalation. 
Alternatively, great uncertainty and extremely high stakes could reinforce cau-
tion if decision-makers in both countries have internalized the risks of escala-
tion control and seek assistance to de-escalate the crisis. 

The Shifting Regional Context of Crisis Management
The most consequential trends affecting crisis management on the subcontinent 
are significant improvement in U.S.-India relations, significant deterioration 
in U.S.-Pakistan relations, and China’s far greater stake in Pakistan, as reflect-
ed in its “One Belt, One Road” investments across Pakistan to the Arabian 
Sea. As Washington’s penalties have become increasingly severe in response 
to Rawalpindi’s tightrope walking with respect to Afghanistan and anti-India 
extremist groups, Pakistan has turned increasingly to China for diplomatic sup-
port and military assistance. Beijing has willingly thickened ties with Pakistan 
as India accepts, albeit guardedly, an open invitation for closer cooperation with 
the United States. 
 Other trends within the region also affect the realities and perceptions of crisis 
management. China-India relations have become more competitive, as reflected 
in occasional flare-ups — absent fighting — along both countries’ non-settled 
border regions. Neither Beijing nor New Delhi seeks a rupture in relations. 
India is on the rise but is slow to carry out essential reforms. Pakistan has taken 
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important steps to address internal security threats but at this writing remains 
tethered to poor choices of the past. Pakistan does not enjoy good working 
relations with any of its neighbors, with the exception of China, whose support 
in an intense crisis with India cannot be assumed. The United States wishes to 
“rebalance” toward the Pacific but has insufficient agility and resources to do 
so because of its commitments in Iraq and Afghanistan. China has adopted a 
more muscular approach to its regional security concerns along its periphery; 
whether it chooses to do so on the subcontinent in the event of a crisis between 
India and Pakistan remains an unanswered question with important ramifica-
tions for crisis management.
Prime Minister Modi is a well-established incumbent with significant political sup-
port, while Pakistan again faces political turbulence. India’s conventional capabili-
ties are growing relative to Pakistan, while Pakistan’s nuclear capabilities are grow-
ing relative to India.100 U.S. crisis management proved quite helpful in the two most 
intense crises examined above. However, China’s rise and the United States’ waning 
influence in Pakistan could affect how crisis management plays out in the future. 

China’s Role in Crisis Management
Fostering a positive approach by Beijing toward crisis de-escalation has be-
come increasingly important as Islamabad and Rawalpindi no longer view 
Washington as an “honest broker.”101 Nor does New Delhi expect Washington 
to play this role in the future. If Modi decides to push back against Pakistani 
provocations, New Delhi would expect U.S. diplomatic support. In past cri-
ses Beijing has exercised influence primarily by its unwillingness to come to 
Pakistan’s assistance in a crisis sparked by its own actions (or nonactions in 
terms of restraining extremist groups). Consequently, despite Beijing’s notional 
messages of support, Pakistan has not received material support during past 
crises, thereby clarifying its isolation. Beijing now has other means to convey 
cautionary messages, as its mere expression of concern over Chinese invest-
ments and the protection of Chinese nationals working in Pakistan are likely 
to carry greater weight in Islamabad and New Delhi. 
Beijing could seek to influence Indian behavior in a future crisis by veiled threats 
and by repositioning ground, naval, and missile forces. There would be precedent 
for such actions, most notably the movement of the U.S.S. Enterprise and its task 
force into the Bay of Bengal on two occasions — to signal Washington’s interest 
in Chinese restraint during the 1962 India-China War and Indian restraint in the 
1971 India-Pakistan War. However, comparable actions by Beijing in the event of 
an intense crisis between India and Pakistan could risk emboldening Rawalpindi 

100.  For more on this see Dalton and Krepon, A Normal Nuclear Pakistan. Also see, Shane Mason, Military Budgets in India and 
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and strengthening opposition to Beijing’s actions elsewhere around its periphery, 
where neighbors are already concerned about a more muscular China. 
A China that “throws its weight around” would likely result in even closer ties 
between the United States and other countries around China’s periphery, in-
cluding India. Plus, if Beijing comes to Pakistan’s military assistance in a crisis 
that is widely viewed as having been triggered by the actions of violent extremist 
groups based in Pakistan, China could be viewed as abetting state-sponsored 
terrorism, which it strongly opposes. Nonetheless, if an India-Pakistan crisis 
spills over to limited conventional warfare in which India takes the offensive, 
Beijing might resort to signaling to help bring an end to hostilities. 
For Beijing to become a co-equal partner with the United States in crisis man-
agement, it would have to be prepared to accept greater responsibility for region-
al security and more intense diplomacy geared to war prevention and de-escala-
tion. This could entail greater risks for uncertain benefits, however. In the past, 
Beijing has felt comfortable watching Washington do the “heavy lifting” of crisis 
management, contributing only supplementary efforts. While China’s stakes in 
another serious crisis have grown, it is unlikely, in the view of Yun Sun, that 
Beijing would be eager to embrace a co-equal partnership role with the United 
States in crisis management.102 
Even though U.S. influence on Pakistan’s choices has waned, Pakistan still has no 
better option than Washington in seeking to de-escalate a crisis with India — even 
if Washington is not viewed as an “honest broker.” Washington still likely retains 
more influence on Pakistan’s decisions than Beijing has on India’s. Beijing’s sup-
port for de-escalation remains essential, however, with China focusing primarily 
on Pakistan and the United States focusing primarily on India in an intense crisis. 

U.S. Crisis Management
In the event of another intense crisis on the subcontinent, U.S. crisis manage-
ment would again be a top-down exercise. A senior U.S. official would need to 
be found to lead these efforts — ideally someone with experience in the region 
and in crisis management. If there is no such person available, the Trump ad-
ministration might consider “deputizing” someone possessing these creden-
tials. Washington might again argue against precipitous action and seek to buy 
time by choreographing high-level visits to the region. If, however, New Delhi 
preempts this familiar playbook by taking quick military action in response to 
a provocation, Washington would likely be understanding, if not supportive. 
The focus of crisis management would then pivot quickly to limiting further 
escalation. The U.S. intelligence community would again play a key role in help-
ing leaders in India and Pakistan assess the disposition and readiness levels of 
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conventional and nuclear capabilities, in rebutting unfounded rumors, and in 
tracking the activities of violent extremist groups. 
U.S. talking points might vary somewhat from previous crises, but key messages 
would likely remain constant. If New Delhi were to resort to “Cold Start” opera-
tions to seize and hold territory,103 this would be unlikely to compel concessions 
from Pakistan. If successful, Cold Start operations would leave Indian forces 
stranded among hostile locals awaiting withdrawal orders.104 In this event, New 
Delhi’s image could shift from victim to aggressor, drawing international pres-
sures away from Pakistan. 
In addition, launching even a limited Indian ground and air campaign would 
pose risks of nuclear use and uncontrolled escalation due to accidents, pres-
sures on command and control networks, and the possibility of inadvertent 
detonations by warheads without adequate safety measures. Even in the absence 
of uncontrolled escalation and mushroom clouds, another war with Pakistan 
could diminish the rate of India’s economic growth — and distract from the 
task of managing a more assertive China. 
The risks to Pakistan of another limited war with India are equally great. A 
limited war with India could accentuate Pakistan’s diplomatic isolation (if New 
Delhi does not pursue seize and hold tactics), its domestic insecurity, and its 
economic difficulties. While China would likely support Pakistan in a crisis, 
at least notionally, Beijing would also be concerned about its growing invest-
ments in Pakistan. These investments could be jeopardized by another war with 
India. Beijing has assumed a standoffish posture in previous crises sparked by 
Pakistan, while Washington has moved into India’s “camp.” Pakistan might 
well find itself on the defensive if its actions — or failures to act against vio-
lent extremist groups — result in another war with India. Consequently, deci-
sion-makers in Pakistan, no less than India, have good reason to avoid another 
intense crisis and the prospect of another war with India. 
As in the past, these circumstances and arguments provide the basis for suc-
cessful crisis management. In every crisis since the 1990 Compound crisis, 
Washington has abrogated to itself the role of principal crisis manager. In the 
past, leaders in both India and Pakistan were quite willing to support this role, 
welcoming U.S. crisis managers seeking to stay their hands. Washington still 
retains the ability to play the role of “extricator-in-chief” — with China’s help — 
if both countries seek to avoid uncontrolled escalation. Conversely, Washington 
will have great difficulties in crisis management if the contestants are not on the 
same page regarding de-escalation.
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Ramifications of the War in Afghanistan 
The U.S. military campaign in Afghanistan figured prominently during the 
2001-2 Twin Peaks and 2008 Mumbai crises, serving as one basis for Indian 
restraint. At the time of the December 2001 Parliament attack, the United States 
had recently deployed an expeditionary force of 2,500 soldiers to Afghanistan. 
The George W. Bush administration argued to the Vajpayee government that 
a war with Pakistan would damage the coalition war effort in Afghanistan. 
This was not the primary reason for Indian restraint, but it may have been a 
contributing factor.105 At the time of the crisis, U.S. troops were bearing down 
on the presumed hideout of Osama bin Laden in the Tora Bora cave complex, 
which was being bombed by the U.S. Air Force. When Indian forces mobilized 
after the Parliament attack, Pakistani forces on the Afghan border shifted east 
to take blocking positions. Whatever the likelihood was of Pakistani troops 
helping to corral or kill the Taliban leadership at the Afghan border, it ended 
with the Parliament attack. 
At the time of the 2008 Mumbai attack the United States had an expedition-
ary force of almost 31,000 troops in Afghanistan. Pakistan’s logistical support 
through the port of Karachi, and thence overland through Pakistan, was essen-
tial to the prosecution of this war. Again, the Bush administration argued that 
by going to war with Pakistan, New Delhi would do grave harm to a war effort 
that served India’s national security interests.106 
These circumstances have changed. U.S. and allied force levels in Afghanistan 
are greater than during the Twin Peaks crisis and far below those during the 
Mumbai crisis. The requirement for Pakistani logistical support remains, 
but U.S. coalition support funding for Pakistan is dwindling. Moreover, 
Washington’s expectations that Rawalpindi can help “deliver” Afghan Taliban 
leaders to a negotiated settlement are low. Consequently, if there is another 
crisis on the subcontinent, U.S. interests in Afghanistan are neither unlikely 
to buttress Pakistan’s position nor complicate India’s choices as much as in the 
Twin Peaks and Mumbai crises.

Assessing the Prospect of Another Serious Crisis 
For every reason to hope that severe nuclear-tinged crises might be in the rear-
view mirror, there is a corresponding reason to expect another one. Indian 
Prime Ministers from both Bharatiya Janata Party- and Congress-led coali-
tions have looked hard at the precipice of escalating warfare under the nuclear 
shadow and have walked away, deciding the gains would be ephemeral and 
pains long-lasting. They have instead chosen the path of restraint and the 
acceptance of temporary embarrassment. Prime Minister Modi might well 
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think and act differently — but this does not mean that uncontrolled escala-
tion would necessarily follow. 
The primary sources of crisis stability within India to date have been the 
priority New Delhi has placed on economic growth, the paucity of important 
targets within Pakistan-administered Kashmir, the high sensitivity of striking 
important targets elsewhere, and its concerns over uncontrolled escalation. 
We do not know the extent to which Rawalpindi has internalized how much 
Pakistan has been hurt by previous crises, even when New Delhi has de-
cided to stand down. Nor do we know whether a nearly decade-long record 
of non-intense crises can be attributed to private understandings between 
Pakistan’s military and intelligence services and violent extremist groups to 
avoid high-profile events that would spark a serious crisis. If these consider-
ations are in play, then additional factors militating against uncontrolled esca-
lation exist on the Pakistani side. If Rawalpindi takes visible and nonreversible 
steps against anti-India extremist groups, Pakistan’s claims of innocence will 
receive a fair hearing and the potential to defuse a crisis and escalatory moves 
will grow. Conversely, until Rawalpindi clarifies responsible policies toward 
anti-India groups, presumptions of collusion and the potential for uncon-
trolled escalation will remain. 
There is reason to hope that Rawalpindi has internalized the lessons of Kargil 
as well as the Parliament and Mumbai attacks. The Kashmir cause has not 
been advanced by these dangerous misadventures. Whenever Rawalpindi has 
sought to change the status quo in Kashmir by such methods the status quo 
has been reaffirmed, while Pakistan’s standing has been deeply diminished 
along with its economic prospects. Rallying to the Kashmir cause has advanced 
neither Pakistan’s well-being nor that of Kashmiris. Instead, New Delhi’s posi-
tion in Muslim-majority areas has been undermined by its own heavy-handed 
approach to governance in Kashmir. Breathing room can only be found in a 
relaxation of tensions between India and Pakistan as well as in a relaxation of 
New Delhi’s grip on the valley. And yet, the moral imperative of associating 

The potential for new crises exists because the pall cast 
by nuclear weapons has not yet encouraged sustained 
efforts to improve ties between India and Pakistan…In 
the near-decade since the last intense crisis, diplomatic 
efforts to normalize ties have been easily blocked by minor 
provocations that have not even risen to the level of a crisis.
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with the Kashmir cause and the instinct to inflame India’s Achilles’ heel have 
been staples of Pakistan’s existence. 
The potential for new crises exists because the pall cast by nuclear weapons 
has not yet encouraged sustained efforts to improve ties between India and 
Pakistan. Nor has it yet concretized the “ugly stability” short of warfare pre-
dicted by noted analyst Ashley Tellis.107 In the near-decade since the last intense 
crisis, diplomatic efforts to normalize ties have been easily blocked by minor 
provocations that have not even risen to the level of a crisis. 
The recent absence of intense crises at this writing provides no surety for the 
future. Modi has upped the ante by publicizing the common practice of attack-
ing posts across the Kashmir divide. By setting the precedent of publicizing a 
sharp response after an attack by cadres from anti-India extremist groups, Modi 
would appear to be obliged to respond in similar fashion in the future, cali-
brated to the provocation. The next time this occurs Rawalpindi is likely to be 
ready with a “befitting” response. The fourth step in this ladder will be crucial 
in determining the extent to which escalation could be controlled. 
Chari, Cheema, and Cohen predicted in 2007 that the next crisis on the subcon-
tinent would be unique but would also share earlier elements of surprise and 
danger.108 The 2008 Mumbai crisis confirmed their prediction. The next major 
crisis could evolve from the dynamics of hostility along the Kashmir divide 
as noted above. Another route to an intense crisis could be yet another attack 
against an iconic structure in or near a metropolitan area in India. Those that 
hate India enough to carry out such an attack hate its promising rise, so the tar-
get of their attack might again symbolize India’s rising power and connectivity 
to the world. 
There is no shortage of soft targets in India, no shortage of means to inflict dam-
age, and no shortage of recruits to carry out attacks. Would another dramatic 
attack against a symbol of India’s rising power or an equivalent outrage prompt 
a strong military response? As noted by one of the authors five years ago: “[t]he 
reasons for India’s prior restraint despite severe provocations remain in play and 
in some cases have become more pronounced.”109 This remains the case, but the 
prospects for escalatory actions are greater now than five years ago.
New Delhi might again choose to exercise escalation control, in part due to the 
absence of significant military targets across the Kashmir divide.110 Significant 
targets associated with violent extremist groups in Pakistan’s southern Punjab 
remain obvious but continue to pose serious risks of escalation. At the end of 
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the day, fighting Pakistan continues to remain a detour to India’s rise. And yet, 
Indian forbearance, especially in the Modi government, cannot be taken for 
granted. Nor can escalation control, no matter how strongly desired. Another 
big explosion could occur at any time, whether by accident, a breakdown in the 
chain of command, extremely rash acts by risk-taking decision-makers, or the 
provocations of wild men. Unrest in Kashmir could spiral into another major 
crisis. In the event of these scenarios, external crisis management will again be 
sorely needed. 

Conclusion
Before the advent of nuclear weapon capabilities on the subcontinent, un-
resolved grievances over Kashmir resulted in wars. With the advent of the 
bomb, unresolved grievances have led to mass casualty terrorism, crises, 
and one limited conventional war. Crises have reoccurred because under-
lying grievances have not been addressed. In this essay, we have reviewed 
five crises over a three-decade period. Some crises were preceded by am-
bitious diplomatic overtures, others by diplomatic lethargy. Notably, there 
have been no significant crises on the subcontinent since 2008. The most 
serious of the crises covered in this essay — the Kargil War and the Twin 
Peaks crisis — occurred in 1999 and 2001-2. As such, it is possible that the 
worst nuclear-tinged crises on the subcontinent are a ref lection of a more 
troubled past. 
This sanguine future cannot be confidently presumed, however. The condi-
tions for another major crisis — widespread disaffection in Kashmir, spoilers 
in Pakistan, risk-taking personalities, accidents, breakdowns in command and 
control, or some other form of misfortune — remain present. Since the 2008 
Mumbai crisis, Indian leaders have been unwilling to seek sustained and dra-
matically improved ties with their western neighbor, and since 2008, Pakistan’s 
leaders have given them scant reason to try. Under these circumstances, the next 
severe crisis could happen at any time.
While some factors in crisis management have changed, the fundamentals of 
the U.S. crisis management playbook have not. New Delhi has more convention-
al military options, but these options could lead to quagmires or uncontrolled 
escalation. Rawalpindi has more nuclear options — including the option of us-
ing short-range missiles and perhaps other kinds of “tactical” nuclear weapons 
to blunt an Indian conventional offensive — but the dangers of doing so would 
be severe and open-ended. Pakistan would also be perceived as a pariah state, 
having first prompted another limited war with India and then crossing the 
nuclear threshold first.
Another limited conventional war between India and Pakistan would leave far 
more to chance than the Kargil War. Cautious leaders in India and Pakistan will 



218

CrisisIntensityandNuclearSignalinginSouthAsia

try very hard to avoid uncontrolled escalation. Two key questions are whether 
Pakistan’s decision-makers will work equally as hard in avoiding actions that 
could trigger another crisis and whether India’s leaders will seek sustained 
diplomatic efforts to improve relations. Because the spark for every crisis since 
Operation Brasstacks has come from within Pakistan, the burden of crisis 
avoidance falls primarily on Rawalpindi.
If another intense crisis occurs, there are compelling reasons for national lead-
ers in India and Pakistan to once again seek to control escalation. Crisis man-
agement by the United States can again help defuse a crisis and prevent a war 
that leaders in India and Pakistan do not want. If, however, another limited war 
occurs on the subcontinent, intense diplomacy and crisis management will be 
required to prevent further escalation. 
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