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The Chinese Arsenal 

 
A keen observer of international relations in the South and East Asian region soon 

comes to the conclusion that, no endeavor to achieve deterrent stability or to bring 
objectivity in an analysis of the Sino-Pak nuclear arsenals and their strategic 
underpinnings is intelligible without perceiving them as one; and then as separate. This 
virtual dichotomy challenges leadership at every step in bringing about equilibrium in 
strategic relationships. Unique to this tri-polar tangle is the collusive nature of the Sino-
Pak liaison.  

Ever since the 1950s it was amply clear and comprehensively demonstrated that 
China would use all stratagem at its disposal to not just embarrass but also to nip any 
perceived challenge that may emerge from India. The exasperation that they have caused 
on issues ranging from Tibet to the festering territorial differences in the North and North 
East; the irksome opposition to any opportunity that the international system may 
concede to India; their reaction to the recent Nuclear Suppliers Group waiver and their 
persistent rejoinder to Indo-Russian relations are cases in point. All this is despite the 
galloping trade links between the two. 
 
Philosophical and Strategic underpinnings of Chinese Policy                   

Search for reasons for this antagonism may be found in the philosophical and 
strategic underpinnings of Chinese policy. The first consideration is our understanding of 
China’s Grand Strategy. Chinese strategists define Grand Strategy as “the overall strategy 
of a nation or an alliance of nations in which they use their combined national strengths 
for political goals, particularly those related to security and development.”2 What stands 

                                                
1In chess the eight unassuming pawns in the hands of a skilled player present a formidable force. Their 
2 Cleary, Christine A. “Culture, Srategy and Security” p. 15, in Bolt P. and Willner A. (Eds.) China’s 
Nuclear Future, (Viva Books: New Delhi) 2008, pp. 13-38 and United States Department of Defence 
(issued by the Office of the Secretary of Defense,) “The Annual Report on the Military Power of the 
People’s Republic of China,” 2008, p.8-12. 
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out in this definition is the importance of the alliance in achieving goals related to both 
security and development.  
    The complicity with Pakistan, whether it be for ends of economic growth or 
energy security (development of the deep water port at Gwadar at a precarious moment in 
the history of that nation when investment there is plunging southward is noteworthy) or, 
to realize their national goals by promoting a nuclear adversary to India; is all really an 
execution of their larger Grand Strategy to exploit an alliance in their favour, 
notwithstanding  norms of the international system or the proliferation that this enterprise 
would entail. The single minded ruthlessness to implement this policy has been the 
abiding leitmotif. 

China’s strategic culture that has evolved over the years is the second lynchpin 
upon which their policies hinge. Central to it is the continuous friction between their 
civilizational heritage and the upheavals that moulded the communist state. Therefore, on 
the one face, we note that there is a stated aversion to conflict, while on the obverse, is an 
unyielding belief in realpolitik.  

Their No First Use (NFU) pledge coupled with a persistent sponsoring of 
Pakistan’s nuclear weapons program with its unabashed first strike connotations is a 
manifestation of this same dualism that pervades their doctrine and, when viewed in the 
larger perspective, a part of their ‘active defense.’ Then again, shades of Mao’s 
conviction that nuclear weapons were paper tigers and that strategic matters would be 
decided on mass and weight of the human element3, has influenced the size of their 
arsenal. All this is symptomatic of their grasp of contemporary realities, the value of 
ambiguities and deception and their subscription to minimalism. Their ‘Assassin’s Mace’ 
strategy fits into this scheme of things well, where a superior force is vanquished by an 
inferior through stratagem that seeks to paralyze.  
 History will recall that the Sino-Pak alliance owes its parentage to an unlikely set 
of circumstances. The Cold War was at its height; then, in 1961 comes an ideological 
fissure between the two main communist actors over Soviet revisionist tendencies, 
causing an unbridgeable rift. Close on its heels comes the Sino-Indian War of 1962, the 
reasons for this conflict remain debatable, yet there can be no denying its impact on the 
over all balance of sub-continental power and the emergence of China as a cognizable 
player, independent of the Cold Warriors. Pakistan, which till then had been the southern 
containment link of CENTO, saw an opportunity in the larger fracas and wooed China 
through transfer of territories in the Karakoram tract (5800 sq. kms. of disputed territory) 
giving China access to their troubled Xinjiang Province through the Aksai Chin in 1963. 
This relationship over the years has concretized into firm economic, military and political 
ties, notwithstanding the vagaries of international public opinion. So much so, that in the 
nuclear field there is considerable evidence to suggest doctrinal symbiosis. An analogy in 
some respects may be drawn with the special relationship that existed during the Cold 
War between the USA and the UK.  Their doctrines were intertwined to an extent that 
they share a common nuclear arsenal (warheads for the Trident D4 and D5 class of 
submarine launched missiles is a case in point).  

                                                
3 Shu Guang Zhang “China’s Strategic Culture and the Cold War Confrontations” p. 271 in Reviewing the 
Cold War: Approaches, Interpretations and Theory, Westadd, OA (Ed.) (Frank Cass Publishers: London) 
2000, pp. 258-280.  
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 In a departure from the Western model for making strategic evaluations of first 
identifying ends, then conceptualizing methods and finally, generating means to achieve 
ends; China follow the Comprehensive National Power (CNP) route, where it sees impact 
of strategic events on its own endowment as primary. Therefore, in articulating its 
strategic objectives, in order of precedence, it has unambiguously identified three canons. 
The first is internal and external stability to its own gauge; the second is to sustain the 
current levels of economic growth at close to the double digit level; and lastly, to achieve 
regional pre-eminence. If there is a conflict of interest in the execution of the three then 
the superior canon prevails. 4 
 
The Doctrine 
           China’s nuclear doctrine owes its soul to a book that was ordered by Chairman 
Mao in 1958 which appeared before the Communist Party of China in 1959 titled 
Guidelines for the Development of Nuclear Weapons.5 There were seven crucial tenets to 
the doctrine stemming from Mao’s ‘paper tiger’ and minimalist appraisal of the nuclear 
question: 
 

a) No First Use 
b) Minimal Forces without Compromising Credibility 
c) Centralized Command and Control 
d) Assured Retaliation 
e) Modernization and Survivability 
f) The Value of Demonstration 
g) Doctrinal Dynamism 

 
In all but two of these precepts there does not appear to be great divergence from 

the Indian Nuclear Doctrine. Where there is a tangential move away is on the subject of 
‘the demonstration’ and ‘doctrinal dynamism.’ The former suggests, in the abstract, that 
nuclear weapons would be used, if the credibility factor is ever questioned. This usage 
may not be against vital targets and yet will leave no doubts of their looming intentions. 
The latter implies a vast area of subjectivity and opens up the nature of their alliances. In 
this frame of reference, the scripting of the Pak nuclear capability and transfer of nuclear 
technologies, setting up of the Khushab I, II, III and IV reactors and the moulding of an 
emerging first-strike capability makes strategic sense. An alliance of this nature gives 
their doctrine unmatchable vigour and flexibility.  

 
Overarching Currents 

In the pursuit of their strategic objectives, there are four overarching currents that 
can at any stage stall Chinese ambitions and bring about a transformation in their doctrine 
and to their arsenal. The first of these underscores the multilateral nature of the nuclear 
cauldron of the day and that is the impact of the US Ballistic Missile Defense (BMD) 
program and the proliferation of associated hardware in what, the Chinese consider, their 

                                                
4 Cleary, Christine A. “Culture, Srategy and Security” p. 16, in Bolt P. and Willner A. (Eds.) China’s 
Nuclear Future, (Viva Books: New Delhi) 2008. 
5 Chongpin Lin, China’s Nuclear Weapons Strategy: Tradition within Evolution, (Lexington: Lexington 
Books) 1988, p. 144. 
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strategic space. The second of these currents is the nature and form of resolution that the 
Taiwan and South China Sea imbroglio will take; if they precipitate into a persistent sore 
then China would intensify focus to these predicaments at the cost of their other aims. 
Thirdly, thus far, the Chinese have adapted technologies and redefined the rules for their 
application to advantage. In the area of generating new technologies, they are not in the 
same league as the leading powers of the day. It is true that as markets merge and expand, 
the payoff may continue to be in the ready availability of technologies but, over time, as 
China transits from a low-end product provider to a middle and high-end product/service 
economy, the benefits of value addition will diminish with a consequent negative impact 
on economic growth. If this is coupled with technology denying regimes, then it will 
adversely affect their larger objectives on land, sea and in space. Lastly, globalization and 
China’s growth are increasingly dependent on how adroitly it manipulates its image on 
the world stage. As the surge for cornering resources continues it is bound to tread on the 
interests of the other large economies, at which time, more cooperation and openness 
with compromise in every strategic area is more likely to provide answers then by being 
acquisitive. In a recent article, Richard Behar draws our attention to the “parasitic” 
relationship between China and the sub-Sahara: “The region is now the scene of one of 
the most sweeping, bare-knuckled, and ingenious resource grabs the world has ever 
seen.”6 These are strategic moves which are more than likely to cause friction between 
powers and demand an approach that embraces conciliation and collaboration, which to 
this day China has been extremely coy about; whether it is operations in Burma, in the 
Indian Ocean, Africa or indeed in the South China Sea.  

These four currents are, during the next decade, going to redefine China’s world 
view and the course alterations it is likely to take in order to achieve its larger objectives. 
Of these, the second and fourth would appear to be most critical in order to fulfill their 
global ambitions and bear underscoring. That is, their ability to resolve  the South China 
Sea entanglement; while in their ventures abroad, to enter into more collaborative 
enterprises, be it economic or security related. 

 
The Arsenal in Form        

The Chinese arsenal, in form, exhibits traces of the Maoist heritage in as much as 
their belief in minimalism is concerned and their reliance on alliance partners and 
doctrinal dynamism, in order to provide their arsenal with the necessary effectiveness. 
The logic for the size of their arsenal is an interesting one and is graphically depicted in 
Fig. 1.   

                                                
6 Behar, Richard, “China Storms Africa” Fast Company, 1 June 2008, 
<http://www.fastcompany.com/magazine/126/special-report-china-in-africa.html>  Accessed 1 Aug 2010.  
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Figure 1: A Logic for Size of Arsenal. Source: Minimum Means of Reprisal, Lewis J MIT, 2007, pp. 5-11.  

 
 
This logic for determining the size of arsenal is a statistically or mathematically 

true expression. The green curve represents deterrent benefit, which plateaus at a 
particular size of arsenal, when it may be taken that further destructive potential would be 
meaningless. The orange pecked curve represents diminishing returns with size of arsenal 
and at some point depresses in a steep downward curve. In China’s perspective, this 
depression below the plateau, shown as value ‘H,’ represents the size of arsenals that 
provide optimal security benefit, particularly when viewed against the increasing costs of 
ensuring tight command and control, survivability and denying vulnerabilities of the 
arsenal. The problem with such a statistical solution is of the imponderables presented by 
perceptions, after all, where does deterrent benefit plateau? This would have to be an 
assumption. Also when does diminishing return depress steeply? Again, this is a matter 
of perception. Yet, this has worth in reaffirming the belief that limits to the arsenal make 
good sense in a deterrent equation when the rationale remains war avoidance. However, 
in a situation where a belligerent believes that, on account of technological advantage or 
the effectiveness of a disarming first strike, there is gain to be had through the use of 
nuclear weapons, then this logic along with the graph breaks down.     

China’s planners, in stressing the importance of the land and submarine vectors, 
have fallen into a traditional mode. Appreciating the high vulnerability of the air vector 
and the need to assure survivability, coupled with their policy of minimalism, they have 
approached the development of their arsenal in conformity with conventional wisdom. In 
a rigid, centrally controlled system, there is persistent fear of vulnerabilities involved in 
building an arsenal. While Fig. 1 has notionally expressed this in the form of the 
depression ‘H’ of the diminishing return curve, it actually represents an aggregation of a 
series of elements that contribute to overall vulnerability. These range from physical 
security of the arsenal, vulnerability of Command Authority to those associated with 
personnel and transport. In a system of control such as that adopted by China, it is the 
physical vulnerability of the arsenal and of the command authority that are pivotal.  
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The Arsenal in Content 
The Chinese arsenal in content is faithful to the dictates of its doctrine and true to 

its centrally controlled tradition. An examination of Table 1 would reveal three salients; 
the first of these is the extent to which the Chinese leadership subscribes to discreet 
numbers that make up their deployed arsenal; secondly, their willingness to give time for 
technological intervention and leapfrogging in terms of hardware, as represented by their 
DF 21 and DF 31 series of missiles, the mainstay of their missile force. What must be 
noted is the time gap between the coming of the DF4/DF5A, their intermediate and long 
range missiles operationalized in 1980 and 1981, and the appearance of the DF 31/JL2 
series of missiles in 2008/2009, a move from the static silo base to the highly mobile 
quick reaction weapons. Thirdly is their deliberate de-emphasis on the air vector (perhaps 
on account of vulnerabilities and the perceived hazards of having to decentralize control). 
As yet there have been no confirmed reports of the nuclear weaponising of their HN2/3 
cruise missiles. When viewed in the context of the ongoing Pakistani acquisition program 
of the Babur, this may well provide the doctrinal link between the two countries.   

 
                                                                ARSENAL IN CONTENT 

 
LAND BASED MISSILES 

 
Type Numbers Deployed Warheads x 

Yield (kt) 
Range Warheads 

DF 3A 17 1971 1 x 3,300 3,100 17 
DF 4 17 1980 1 x 3,300 5,400 + 17 

DF 5A 20 1981 1 x  4000-5000 13,000 20 
DF 21 55 1991 1 x  200-300 2,100/3,000 55 
DF 31 6 2008 1 x  200-300 7,200 12 (?) 

DF 31 A 6 2008 1 x  200-300 11,200+ 12 (?) 
HN 2/3 -  1 x  200-300 

(?) 
1,800/3,000 ? 

 
SUBMARINE BASED MISSILES 

 
JL 1 - 1986 1 x 200-300 1,000+ 0 
JL 2 - 2009 1 x 200-300 7,200+ 0 

 
AIRCRAFT BASED MISSILES 

 
Hong 6 20 1965 1 x  bomb HN 

2/3 (Cruise 
Missile) 

3,100 ~20 
~15 

 
Qian 5 ? 1972 1 x bomb - ~20 

 
TOTAL deployed                                                                                                                                     176 

 
 

 

Table 1: The Arsenal in Content. Source: NIAS China’s BM and Cruise Missiles 2007, Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists 
and Lewis, Jeffery, “The Minimum Means of Reprisal,” MIT Press: Cambridge and London, 2007, p.30. Deployed 
numbers is the authors estimate. 

 
Stockpiles and Potential 
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The Chinese reportedly stopped production of fissile material in 1990. As their 
stockpiles would indicate, this was not on account of any pacific motive but more on 
account of the adequacy of their inventory.  Also, when accounting the Chinese 
stockpiles, one cannot overlook the fissile material which was used for making nuclear 
mines deployed along their borders with the erstwhile Soviet Union, which have since 
been dismantled, but their cores are available. Current estimates place their stockpiles as 
follows: 

a) Highly Enriched Uranium: 20-40 Tonnes  
b) Plutonium: 3.5 Tonnes 

 
 
A location map of Chinese nuclear facilities is shown in Fig. 2 below:  
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 2: Location of Chinese Nuclear Facilities. Source:  www.nti.org and www.fas.org   

 

Chinese nuclear infrastructure has evolved with great maturity and focus on the 
all round development, central to which is  human resources, as indicated by the 
complexes that have been built up at their Mianyang and Guanyang facilities (Fig. 2) 
which combine training, research, enrichment and the physics package. Mianyang is also 
home to the China Academy of Engineering Physics (CAEP). In addition what cannot be 
overlooked is the number of sites that are under direct military oversight. 

 
The Future 
 China has taken steps to put in place a very deliberate strategic orientation which 
is marked by a small but credible and survivable No First Use nuclear arsenal comprising 
of about 200 operationalized warheads. The structures it has created to adapt technology 
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and infuse it into the arsenal are there to be seen in their nuclear academic institutions and 
the human resources that they have developed over the years (It is reported that during 
the devastating Central Chinese earthquake of 2008, over 160 Ph.D. academics and close 
to 7000 other technicians, all devoted to the physics package, were among the first to be 
evacuated from their complex at Mianyang). 
 Modernization of the arsenal is a continuum. China is focusing on increased 
ranges, rapid mobility and precision in control and targeting, the induction of MIRV’D 
warheads and operationalization of the JL2 SLBM is imminent. Efforts to reduce 
vulnerability of arsenal without compromising central control would be key to future 
developments. There is the matter of how American BMD would impact on the arsenal. 
Clearly there would be qualitative and quantitative changes to the arsenal, both for which, 
China already holds the potential as demonstrated by their ASAT capability. Their 
‘Assassins Mace’ strategy will remain an abiding approach.7 

As mentioned earlier, the issue of Taiwan and the future of the South China Sea 
imbroglio are significant to the larger arsenal development. If these are resolved with 
finesse, then China’s aspiration-capability gap will reduce. If not, this gap will increase. 
Their nurturing of a first strike capability in the arsenal of their alliance partner, Pakistan, 
will progress with rapidity and precision.   

 
These prognostications may be summarized as under: 

 
• Arsenal small but credible and survivable, numbers operationalized are likely to 

be less than 200 warheads (author’s estimate). 
• US deployment of BMD  

If Yes, would bring qualitative and quantitative changes to the arsenal. 
Warheads are likely to be MIRV’d.  
If No, stability of deterrence would remain.  

• Third possibility, US BMD targets rogue states; this would in effect amount to 
deployment with its impact on China’s arsenal.   

• If Taiwan and the Islands resolved with finesse then aspirations – capabilities gap 
will reduce, if not the gap will increase. 

• Technology intrusions affecting range, mobility, precision, C4ISR  and 
penetration will be invited.  

• Reduced vulnerability of arsenal.  
• No arms race (dangers of the Soviet Model).  
• Internal economic, social development and global image. 
• Nurturing a first disarming nuclear strike capability in Pak providing doctrinal 

dynamism. 
 
 
The Pakistan Arsenal 

 

                                                
7 Ma, Cheng Kun, PLA News Analysis, Institute of PLA Research, FHK College, NDU, Taiwan, 2009, pp. 
145-147. 
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Pakistan’s quest for strategic parity with India is a part of the larger protracted 
conflict that has been integral to relations between the two nations since independence in 
1947. Till the 1960s, her close alliance with the West as a part of CENTO, as mentioned 
in an earlier section, placed her in a situation that provided ready military assistance up to 
a conventional point. It was the Sino-Indian war of 1962 that provided an opportunity to 
up the ante. This opening began with territorial concessions and in this the-other’s- 
enemy-is-my-friend state of affairs, graduated to a close nuclear relationship. In time 
Pakistan’s nuclear program was practically scripted, tested and delivered by Beijing (in 
his book, If I am Assassinated, the late Prime Minister Zulfikar Ali Bhutto, whilst on 
death row, stated poignantly that if he was to be remembered for any act, it would be for 
the alliance that he had built with China) 8. 

 
Strategic and Doctrinal Foundations           

Post the 1971 War which created Bangladesh, the Sino-Pak relationship took a 
new and decisive turn as far as nuclear cooperation went. In a paper presented at the 
Ottawa Dialogue, a Track 2 forum that brings together representatives from both India 
and Pakistan to discuss nuclear strategic and doctrinal issues, a Pakistani representative 
emphasized that “with the disparity of size and resource (sic) now established, and 
national salvation and pride deeply dented, there was only one way to go—the nuclear 
way.”9  
 Pakistan does not have a declared doctrine and there has been no clear articulation 
of its guiding principles. As early as 2001, Lt. General Khalid Kidwai, in a statement that 
was widely reported underscored Pakistan’s thresholds for the use of nuclear weapons. 
These he identified as military, economic, political and survival.10 While these verges 
were some indication of Pakistan’s tolerance levels, the statement was quickly revoked 
and officially there remained no policy declaration on the grounds that any stated 
doctrine would create space for the conventional conflict, albeit under a nuclear 
overhang. In another statement, former Army Chief, General Aslam Beg, stated, “An 
attack by any nation on our nuclear arsenal will automatically trigger a nuclear strike on 
India”.11 However bizarre this may sound it is apparent that Pakistan retains a certain 
irrational ambiguity in their policy to use nuclear weapons.12 

                                                
8 Bhutto, Z.A. If I am Assassinated, (Vikas: New Delhi) 1979. 
9 Chaudhary, Shahzad, “The Matter of Nuclear Doctrine,” presented at The Ottawa Dialogue, 19 Jun 2010, 
Copenhagen. See report on proceedings.   
10 Iqbal, Nadeem “Economic Threat may push Pakistan to go Nuclear” Asia Times Online, 6 Feb 2002, 
Accessed 2 Jul 2010, <http://www.atimes.com/ind-pak/DB06Df02.html.> In quoting General Kidwai, 
Nadeem Iqbal cites a report on Pakistan's nuclear policy, released in January 2002, prepared by nuclear 
physicists Paolo Cotta-Ramusino and Maurizio Martellini of Landau Network, Italy, an arms-control 
institution regularly consulted by the Italian Ministry of Foreign Affairs. 
11 General Aslam Beg in an interview to Cathy Gannon of the Associated Press, 14 May 2006. Quoted in 
“Pak Nukes Meant Only for India,” Times of India, 14 May 2006. Accessed 1 Jul 2010. 
<http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/world/us/Pak-nukes-meant-only-for-India-/articleshow/1528897.cms> 
The article states: “It doesn't matter who attempts to take out Pakistan's nuclear assets the US, Israel or any 
other country Pakistan will attack India in retaliation. This bizarre, hair-trigger nuclear stance is central to 
Pakistan's deterrence theory and was conveyed to New Delhi by Islamabad when it suspected India and 
Israel of collaborating to take out its nuclear assets, a top retired Pakistani general has revealed.”  
12 Chaudhary, Shahzad, “The Matter of Nuclear Doctrine,” presented at The Ottawa Dialogue. 19 Jun 2010, 
Copenhagen. See report on proceedings.   
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 In the 2010 Ottawa Dialogue report, Pakistani planners suggest that there is a 
possibility of nuclear weapons having an “inalienable” place in military strategy and 
therefore, to adopt an operational strategy of flexible response is a natural graduation 
from the conventional to the nuclear.  The second suggestion is that nuclear weapons are 
weapons to be used as devices of last resort. The third is that nuclear weapons are 
political weapons and “on the matrix of a larger power smaller power equation, such a 
capability provides to the smaller an unreserved strategic equivalence.” The fourth is a 
combination of the previous three which sees the nuclear weapon as a means to avoid 
conflict of any nature. Through ambiguities and a threat of first use, the absence of a 
declaratory policy is justified. In all this, it is the war fighting abilities of the Pakistani 
nuclear arsenal that remains the central theme of the various possibilities listed in the 
report. There is a persistent interplay between the conventional and the nuclear without 
any discriminating walls between their development or their usage. 

The Pakistan establishment rejects the No First Use doctrine of India on the 
grounds of lack of belief in what has been declared.13 Pakistan’s stated India-centricity 
and its integration of nuclear weapons in the larger military strategy are items of faith—
this poses certain aberrations in the equation. If Pakistan does not subscribe or believe in 
India’s No First Use arsenal then it must logically be that First Use is what will drive 
their doctrine and secondly, a First Use nuclear weapon changes the paradigm from war 
avoidance to war fighting. This in itself brings about certain imbalances in a deterrent 
structure. The other issue is nation-centricity of an arsenal. Can a weapon be tailored for 
one nation? This is a moot question since a nuclear vector’s target is defined by the 
control authority. If one were to deduce from the various written material and spoken 
word emanating from the Pakistan establishment then their nuclear doctrine may be 
summarized as follows: 

 
• Pakistan has not abjured First Use of nuclear weapons. Their usage forms an 

integral part of military strategy. 
• Ambiguity in intentions and specificity in targeting governs force structuring and 

deployment.  
• Robust and sensitive command and control with the military playing both 

controller and custodian and an emphasis on survivability and preparedness. The 
current political internals and the significant presence of non-state actors make for 
a fragile nuclear establishment.  

• The acquisitory route (ex China) provides Pakistan with the ability to rapidly 
bring about technological transformations in their arsenal.   

• There is high probability of doctrinal linkages with China as indicated by the 
nature of cooperation, the transfers of vectors and the periodic  technological 
infusions that occur (again, the induction of the Nasr, Raad and Babur cruise 
missile are cases in point). 

• Ambiguity being central to the unstated doctrine brings with it certain elements of 
irrationality in their apparent nuclear policies. This obviously can result in 
confusion of intent causing speculative bulges in the arsenal of potential 
adversaries.  

                                                
13 Ibid 
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Arsenal in Form  

The arsenal in origin is an obsessive one (if indeed it is India-centric) and 
acquisitory in form. This gives their armoury the ability to transform over a relatively 
short period of time by leapfrogging the developmental stage. At the same time, it brings 
about control features that are not entirely wielded by the nuclear command authority. 
Herein lies the linkage between supplier and surrogate. It is now common knowledge that 
Pakistan’s cruise missile capability owes its origin to the Russian KH55 missile passed 
on to the Ukrainians, renamed as the AS15, which in turn was transferred to the Chinese 
as the HN2/3 and then found its way into the Pakistani inventory as the rechristened  
Babur and Ra’ad.14 The arsenal is offensive in nature and is in keeping with their unstated 
doctrine where flexible response across the spectrum from conventional to the nuclear is 
the modus operandi. Going by the nature of weapons that have moved into the Pakistani 
arsenal in recent times (the Babur and the Ra’ad) it is clear that the nuclear offensive 
would be spear headed by a, possibly, disarming strike—after all, one of the canons of 
the Pakistan nuclear policy is rejection of India’s No First Use.  
 
 
Arsenal in Content 
 
 
                                                                ARSENAL IN CONTENT 
 

 
LAND BASED MISSILES 

 
Designation Class Range (km) Payload  (kg) Status 

Shaheen I SRBM 650 850 kg Op, M9 ex China 
Ghauri I MRBM 1500 750 Op, Nodong ex N korea 
Ghauri II MRBM 2000-2500 1,200 Op 

Shaheen II MRBM 2500 700 Op, M18 ex China 
Ghauri III IRBM 3000-3500 1,200 Under Acq/Dev 

Shaheen III IRBM 4000-4500 1,200 Under Acq/Dev 
 
 

CRUISE MISSLES 
 

Babur Cruise (Land + 
Sea launch) 

700 500 Acq ex China 

RA’AD/NASR Air/land 
launch 

350/60 500/<1kt (?) Acq ex China 

 
 

AIRCRAFT 

F-16 A/B Aircraft 1,600 4,500 Op 

                                                
14 “Iran, China reportedly got Ukraine Missiles” MSNBC news and news services, 3/18/2005, Accessed 7 
Aug 2010. http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/7229637> 
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Mirage V Aircraft 2,100 4000 Op 

Table 2: Pakistani Arsenal in Content. Source: Bulletin of Atomic Scientists 2008, www.fas.org 

  
The Pakistan arsenal in content has a nascent first strike capability in the form of 

the Babur and the Raad. Confirmation of whether plutonium warheads have been 
weaponized for this purpose is only a matter of time. All the other weapons do not enjoy 
this virtue primarily because of their preparation time and the fact that their deployments 
are unlikely to be discreet. Add to that the nature of fuel (liquid) that most of them use, 
makes them sensitive to the period for which they can be retained in a fuelled state as 
well as impacts on its storage  life; it is the former two that provide it with the precision 
and stealth necessary for a first disarming strike.   
 The reader’s attention will be drawn to this emergent capability but what must not 
be missed is the rapidity with which this capability has been generated which is a feature 
of a strategic aquisitory conduit. The second unsaid characteristic of the arsenal is the 
absence of a clear demarcation between the custodian of the weapon and the controller. 
This allows for briskness in decision making as well as in release of weapons. At the 
same time, it does not provide the necessary checks and balances that come into play 
when there is a separation between the steward of the weapons and the decision maker.  
 
Nuclear Weapon Capability & Assessment 
 The Pakistani stockpile of highly enriched uranium (HEU) is a product of the AQ 
Khan ‘Walmart’. However, the production potential that it gave the nuclear establishment 
may be seen as one which is not intrinsically complete; typically, the cycle is research 
and development leading to technology mastery and human resource development and 
culminating in operationalizing the weapon. The vacuum in the former two steps could 
unhinge the process when there is no active support from the alliance. The same applies 
to the stockpile of plutonium. The Khushab II, III and IV reactors are designed for 
developing a weapon grade Plutonium stockpile. These reactors had to have come in 
‘breakdown’ kits from China for them to have been erected in 5 years and Khushab II to 
have come on line. Even here, the production of weapon grade Pu is largely dependent on 
Chinese intervention. The nuclear weapon capability in terms of fissile material holdings 
and likely production and an assessment of what this translates to is as shown below:     
 

• Production Capacity of HEU: 150 kg per year; Stockpile: 2.1 MT 
•  Production Capacity of Pu: 15 kg per year, increasing to 45 kg by 2013 = 200 kg 

by 2015  
Source: “Global Fissile Material Report 2009,” International Panel on Fissile Material, 
http://www.fissilematerials.org/ipfm/site_down/gfmr09.pdf. Accessed 7 Aug 2010.  

 
• By 2015, total warheads = 150 of which 50 Pu (20 KT)  
• Delivery Systems Acquisitory Route   

Source: Author’s projections 
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A location map of the nuclear infrastructure is shown in Fig.3. Attention is drawn 

to the proximity of many of these facilities to a region which is currently in turmoil, the 
Afghan border. Given the rogue elements’ stated objective of obtaining nuclear 
capability, this fact would play an alarmingly dangerous role when we consider the 
future.  

Terror strikes in 2011-2012 includes PNS Mehran in Karachi, Air bases at Kamra, Attock and Peshawar all 
reportedly nuclear sites.        
Figure 3: Pakistan’s Nuclear Related Facilities. Source: Pakistan’s Nuclear Weapons Program: A 
Status Report. Andrew Koch & Jennifer Topping and Artoshok Interactive. 

 
The fact that in the month of May 2009, there were two separate attacks by Al 

Qaeda elements on Kamra, Wah and Kohat  and the terror strikes on military bases in 
2011-12 reportedly nuclear sites would hardly serve to assuage control and security fears 
of Pakistan nuclear facilities.  These events are more symptomatic of the state of the 
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nuclear establishment and the maverick elements that may stymie any calculations 
towards achieving a deterrent relationship with Pakistan. Such unpredictability in the 
matter of who is in charge of nuclear weapons is an issue that will continue to plague any 
substantive steps that may be taken in the direction of stability.  

 
 
Overarching Currents 

There are four overarching currents that  influence the Pakistani arsenal and its 
development. The first of these is the operationalizing of the Indian Ballistic Missile 
Defense system (BMD) as and when it matures. The problem lies in the inability to 
reconcile a balance that is driven by a First Use policy on the one hand and a NFU on the 
other, compounded by a trust deficit between the leadership on either side and bemused 
by the fog of ambiguity and deceit that prevails. After all, if the BMD is put in place, then 
there is a logic that would force the First Use nation to bring about changes in the arsenal 
that would counter the BMD. Since intrinsically, the First Use as a part of the overall 
military strategy persists in fighting the nuclear war. On the other hand, the NFU persists 
on building up an arsenal that would avoid the nuclear war. These two postures when 
seen together would suggest, even on a cursory examination, the absence of a rationale 
that could form the basis of stability.   
 The second current is that of the direction in which the Sino-Pak alliance is 
headed. If the collusion was intended to nurture a First Use capability in order to keep the 
nuclear equilibrium on the subcontinent on the boil, this in itself could be influenced by 
the various trends that shape the Chinese nuclear policy and its arsenal. Indeed if the 
South China Sea entanglement and the Taiwan issue is resolved, and the larger image of 
China becomes central, then the alliance could well show cracks. Also, should the 
alliance come in direct conflict with China’s economic objectives then again it would be 
the alliance that would be sold down the river. All this would indicate that the future 
prospects of the alliance itself, which thus far had strategically provided mutual benefits, 
may come into question and given the acquisitory nature of the Pak arsenal, would 
disable their nuclear aspirations. 
 The current political situation in Pakistan presents nightmare possibilities 
particularly with the terrorist elements having a sworn objective to obtain nuclear 
weapons. Also, the fact that there is a global realization of the state teetering on the brink 
of failure does not inspire any measure of confidence amongst those nations that are 
affected. In the worst case scenario, one is looking at a dysfunctional military theocracy 
sitting on a stockpile of nuclear weapons with an avowed policy of vengeance. This 
circumstance, while in the extreme, points to an urgent need to both remove the malaise 
that is the cause of the situation and to ensure that the nuclear arsenal’s security is not 
placed in the slightest position of compromise. This third current is the one that exerts 
planners in the extreme. 

The last current is the effect of global pulls and pressures. Nuclear multilateralism 
is a feature of the current global estate. The direction in which Pakistan’s arsenal sets 
course would largely depend on international forces that steer, either through removed 
control over the Chinese alliance or through firm regulatory regimes that are imposed on 
Pakistan. After all, the world has seen the nature of the A.Q. Khan affair and its effect on 
nuclear proliferation. The world is also cognizant of the proliferation intrigues of China. 
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Clearly, international dynamics of the near future will not hold in any favour the 
continued growth of the Pakistani nuclear arsenal.  

 
The Future 

Pakistan’s nuclear future is today poised on a knife’s edge. Stability of their 
deterrent is held to ransom by internal politics of the nation. Such a situation which has 
ramifications that could affect universal security is an issue of global concern. And 
therefore the future is more than likely to be marked by steps initiated to control and 
reign in this state of affairs; whether this means to stabilize internal politics or to 
neutralize the arsenal is an arguable point. While this umbrella consideration will remain 
in the short term, the enabling of a true first strike capability by the Pakistan 
establishment is a feature that is today’s existential peril. The Babur, Raad and the Nasr 
characterize this danger. 
 Traditionally, Pakistan has employed wars and crises as a means to divert popular 
opinion from the issues at hand. Contemporary conditions are so fraught with 
complexities which threaten the very existence of that hapless nation that a crisis may 
provide a quick fix for pumping adrenalin into the leadership. This holds portents for 
upheaval and the triggering of diversionary crises. In this cauldron, the wheels of 
technology and its effect on the arsenal remains an abiding feature. Time compression 
and hair-trigger excitable preparedness will pervade the arsenal. Seen against a backdrop 
of political uncertainty, the dangers of an unintended nuclear situation are all the more 
manifest. This is vitiated by the fact of the growing solid fuel arsenal, the induction of 
submarine launched land attack missiles, potentially capable of carrying nuclear 
warheads, and the coming on line of Khushab II and III nuclear reactors with its promise 
of weapon grade plutonium. 

The future as has been mentioned earlier may also see the weakening of the Sino-
Pak alliance for reasons that do not bear repeating. This single factor may bring about a 
radical change for the positive  in the nuclear situation on the subcontinent.  

To summarize, the prognosis of the Pakistani nuclear establishment may be seen 
as follows: 

 
• Deterrent stability held to ransom by internal politics.  
• Weaponizing of the Babur and the Raad provides the potential for a credible 

disarming strike.  
• Given the situation along the Durand Line, the commitment of Pakistani forces to 

the east, west and internally, and the low morale of the military establishment; the 
potential for more frequent crises on the lines of 26/11 is a reality.  

• Technology intrusion through the alliance to hone Pak first strike capability is 
unfolding with alarming rapidity. 

• The consequence of the above is time compression and hair-trigger readiness all 
demanding more transparency.  

• Solid fuel Arsenal (barring Babur) S/M launched LACM opens up the Indian 
Peninsula to the first strike 

• Fundamentalism – if quelled provides the portents for stability, if not, carries wit 
it the portents for increased internal penetration, more intense crises with the clear 
danger of nuclear weapons falling into fundamentalist hands.  
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• The rapidity with which Khushab II and III are being operationalised foreshadows 
the arrival of small, powerful decentralized  nuclear warheads capable of being 
carried by simple vectors compounding the hazards of such weapons falling into 
rogue hands.  

• It would appear that the utility of Pakistan in the Sino-Pak alliance is plateauing 
and this would be more apparent as a result of China’s growing urge for 
legitimacy as a global player.  

 
 

Impact on Indian Nuclear Force Planning 
 

The Commonalities in the China India Doctrine 
There are several areas of commonality in the declared doctrine of China when 

faced with the Indian nuclear doctrine. However, the significance of the doctrinal linkage 
between the Sino-Pak nuclear establishments cannot be ignored primarily because it 
provides China with a dual face to their nuclear posture and to their larger global image. 
At the same time, as China’s role in global affairs increases on the march to becoming a 
dominant player, this alliance may well impede progress. For the present, the doctrinal 
dynamism that collusion offers represents a very efficient straitjacket to India’s macro 
exertions. 

To force planners, there is a need to understand, while sculpting responses, the 
critical impact of the alliance and how best the emerging global scenario can be leveraged 
to advantage. An examination of the areas of commonality in the doctrines may well 
provide some answers. These may be identified as follows: 

 
• The declared policy of No First Use 
• The long-held subscription to credible minimalism 
• The firm demarcation between controller and custodian of nuclear weapons and 

the rigid centralization of command authority 
• The hitherto rejection of conventionalizing the arsenal  
• The nature of the arsenal in terms of achieving credibility and denying 

vulnerability while assuring high survivability are all indicators towards emphasis 
on the submarine vector.  

 
While the areas of commonality are clear to see and their potential for 

emphasizing mutuality are apparent, there are certain critical variations which cannot be 
lost sight of and must be factored into any equation that seeks to bring about equilibrium 
to nuclear forces. The first of these is, under what conditions would China be willing to 
forego the doctrinal vigour and flexibility that the Sino-Pak alliance gives? Secondly, 
China has always believed in the concept of comprehensive national power. In this 
calculus while there are many factors which play a role, nuclear forces in themselves are 
of a lesser priority than economic growth.15 Can this factor and its manipulation play a 
role in bringing about stability in the three cornered nuclear tangle? Weakening of the 

                                                
15 Cleary, Christine A. “Culture, Srategy and Security” p. 16, in Bolt P. and Willner A. (Eds.) China’s 
Nuclear Future, (Viva Books: New Delhi) 2008. 
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Sino-Pak alliance is clearly an issue that would provide a plus to deterrence solidity. This 
last remains a pressure point that could be worked on.  

The impact of the United States BMD program on the nuclear settings is 
suggestive of the larger multilateral nature of the nuclear equations of the day.  If the 
United States persists in going ahead with a global BMD program it would set into 
motion a chain reaction of China modernizing its forces both in quantity and in quality 
which in turn would have an impact on the capability of the Indian arsenal placing 
demands on technology intrusion setting off an acquisitory spike in the Pakistan arsenal. 
At the same time, the idea of the US BMD program targeting rogue states only is not a 
convincing enough argument. A BMD system can shift target almost at will, thereby, 
affecting the stability of the nuclear equilibrium and impacting force planning.  

Ambiguity, which is such an essential part of the Pakistan doctrine and its arsenal, 
is a dangerous state of affairs from the Indian point of view. It encourages the speculative 
bulge in order to address the conundrum which is posed by the probability of the failure 
of the deterrent strategy. The game-changer in such circumstances is increased and more 
invasive transparency on all sides. 

There is a larger consideration that cannot be easily overlooked and that is of the 
explosive cocktail that is the current internal and external situation of Pakistan and its 
exasperation as the withdrawal of US forces from Afghanistan in 2014 nears.  The 
American War on Terror is being waged on both sides of the Durand Line. The Pakistan 
military’s involvement and its lack of conviction are now a reasonably well established 
fact.16 There are growing apprehensions that elements in the military either lack the will 
to side with the US led forces or, in a worst case situation, may actively abet the transfer 
of not just technology but nuclear hardware to the Jihadists. The recent strikes on nuclear 
establishments, as mentioned earlier, and the inexplicable disappearances of key nuclear 
scientists, not to mention those who had recorded liaisons with the Al Qaeda, 17 remain 
seriously alarming episodes that do not inspire any confidence in the existing control that 
the Pakistan government claims to exercise over its arsenal. The hazards of nuclear 
weapons in extremist hands are apparent. This places serious demands on Indian force 
planners to develop a capability to pre-empt and to preclude such an occurrence. Given 
the imminent acquisition of the nuclear-tipped Babur, and the disarming strike capability 
that it endows, there is a pressing need to develop survivable and rapid-response mobile 
land vectors and compress the program for operationalizing the third leg of the triad—the 
submarine launch ballistic missile. In addition conventional measures to put in place 
surveillance facilities to detect preparation of a disarming strike and to preempt and 
neutralize it with precision guided munitions must form an essential part of the 
conventional counter-strike capability.  
 
 
 
 
                                                
16 Wikileaks.org is replete with reported episodes of a breakdown of confidence in the Pakistan military’s 
will to fight the war on terror. 
17 The International Institute for Strategic Studies, Nuclear Blackmarkets: Pakistan, AQ Khan and the Rise 
of Proliferation Networks (Arundel House: London) 2007, p.99. 
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Conclusion 
  

Examination of the Chinese and Pakistan nuclear arsenals have made apparent the 
deliberate strategic acquisitory links and, more importantly, the symbiotic relationship 
between the two nuclear doctrines. On the one hand China’s dualistic approach permits 
her to chisel a Janus-faced policy—the one that she presents to the world at large is that 
of the No-First-Use, minimalistic, rigid, controlled nuclear power while the other is to 
retain the First Use alternative through the Pakistan arsenal. This policy has placed 
nuclear force planners in a quandary; not to respond is to open India to a possible failure 
of their second strike. Technology intrusions through the acquisitory route invites 
covertness, the consequent lethality and time compression that it brings about demands 
transparency; for, with the Pakistan apparent policy of ambiguity and deception, the 
methods of bringing about transparency remain illusive. This is the second predicament 
that planners are driven to wrestle with. Yet the future for China may force her to deny 
this past if her role as a global player is ever to attain integrity.  
 In chess, the Grandmaster understands the versatility of the pawn whether it is to 
defend, to protect on the offense, to transmute into the most powerful piece on the 64-
squared chequered board or significantly, to sacrifice, with an eye on the larger objective 
of a checkmate. China must see that her global economic objective is cause enough to let 
go of the pawn.      

 
  
                             

Vice Admiral (Retd.) Vijay Shankar PVSM, AVSM, holds an MSc in Defence Studies 
and is a graduate of the Naval War College, Newport, Rhode Island, USA. He is the 
former Commander-in-Chief of the Andaman & Nicobar Command, Commander-in-
Chief of the Strategic Forces Command and Flag Officer Commanding Western Fleet. 
His Command and operational experience are comprehensive and include Command of 
INS Viraat the aircraft carrier and active service during the 1971war against Pakistan, 
Op Pawan the IPKF operations in Sri Lanka and Op Vijay operations to vacate the 
Kargil intrusion.  

 
The Admiral retired on 30 September 2009, after nearly 45 years in uniform. He is today 
settled with his wife in the Nilgiris and passes down his operational and strategic experience through 
articles and participation in seminars that deal with his primary areas of expertise. He has contributed 
to various professional journals and continues to support his Alma Mater in Kochi through his 
writings. He has lectured at the Staff College, Higher Command College, the United Services Institute 
and the National Maritime Foundation. He is a member of the adjunct faculty of the National Institute 
of Advanced Studies and has tenanted the Admiral Katari Chair of Excellence at the United Services 
Institute. Internationally, his participation in the Track II Ottawa Dialogue, the Bellagio Carnegie 
Endowment discussions, the Indo-Sino-Pak trilateral dialogue, Chaophraya Dialogue and the papers 
he has presented there seek to provide a new paradigm for nuclear security on the sub-continent. 
 
 
 
 
 
 


