
 

The Impact of Nuclear Weapons on Indo-Pak Relations 

Origins of the Nuclear Program 

The nuclear journey of India and Pakistan began soon after independence but gained strategic 

urgency after regional conflicts. India’s 1948 Atomic Energy Act promoted civilian research but 

allowed for dual-use technology. Pakistan’s interest deepened after the 1971 war and the loss of 

East Pakistan, which Bhutto called a national humiliation. Determined to restore balance, Bhutto 

declared Pakistan would develop the bomb “even if we have to eat grass.” India’s 1974 test, 

“Smiling Buddha,” convinced Pakistan that only nuclear parity could ensure survival, leading to 

an accelerated weapons program despite Western restrictions. 

The Nuclear-Testing Race 

Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, both nations secretly pursued their nuclear ambitions. India’s 

motivations were rooted in regional security and global recognition, while Pakistan’s were 

defensive, aimed at deterring Indian dominance. Despite U.S. sanctions and diplomatic isolation, 

Pakistan continued uranium enrichment under Dr. Abdul Qadeer Khan’s program. By the early 

1990s, both nations had developed operational nuclear capability. When India tested five 

nuclear devices in May 1998, Pakistan retaliated two weeks later with tests in Chagai, marking 

the start of an open nuclear era in South Asia. 

Impact on Relations and Regional Stability 

The nuclearization of South Asia fundamentally altered the nature of the Indo-Pak rivalry. Both 

nations now relied on nuclear deterrence to prevent large-scale wars. While it prevented direct 

military invasions, it also introduced a “balance of fear.” The Kargil conflict (1999) 

demonstrated that nuclear deterrence could not stop limited warfare or political confrontation. 

Dialogue became more cautious, focusing on crisis management and confidence-building 

measures, but deep mistrust persisted. The presence of nuclear weapons made South Asia both 

safer from total war and more volatile during crises. 

Failure to Sign the Comprehensive Nuclear Test-Ban Treaty (CTBT) 

The CTBT sought to ban all nuclear testing globally. However, India and Pakistan both 

declined to sign. India argued that the treaty was discriminatory since it didn’t require the major 

nuclear powers to disarm. Pakistan maintained that it would only sign if India signed first, 

preserving regional parity. Their refusal drew international condemnation and sanctions but 

was domestically celebrated as an assertion of sovereignty and technological achievement. This 

highlighted the tension between global disarmament goals and national security priorities. 

Decision to Stop Testing in 1998 



Following the 1998 tests, both India and Pakistan announced a voluntary moratorium on 

further testing. This move aimed to reduce international pressure and restore global diplomatic 

engagement. Pakistan emphasized its responsible nuclear policy and safety standards, while 

India announced a “no-first-use” pledge. Gradually, sanctions were eased, allowing both nations 

to stabilize their economies. The moratorium symbolized a shift from competition to cautious 

stability, though both continued to modernize their nuclear arsenals. The 1998 decisions remain 

pivotal in shaping South Asia’s nuclear doctrine and deterrence strategy. 

Conclusion 

The introduction of nuclear weapons profoundly changed the strategic landscape of South 

Asia. While they prevented full-scale wars, they also entrenched rivalry and mistrust. The refusal 

to sign the CTBT and continued modernization reflect the unresolved tension between security 

and global responsibility. Since 1998, India and Pakistan have maintained fragile nuclear 

restraint. Long-term peace requires transparency, dialogue, and commitment to arms control 

to prevent accidental escalation and ensure regional stability. 

 


