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Three reasons for 
India’s Disengagement

1. China Threat Theory (Karnad, 
Chengappa)

1. Nuclear Security Guarantees (Kennedy, 
Sarkar)

2. Great Power coalitions/ nuclear 
apartheid (Perkovich)



Major 
Arguments

• No consensus on the Chinese threat 

• NPT would isolate China/ constrain its 
weapons program

• Nuclear Security Guarantees implicit in 
Cold War politics

• NPT a symbol of détente



Deconstructing the 
China 
Threat

1) Military Threat
2) Prestige Threat
3) Political Threat



Threats as Opportunities and Risks

• Threat perception and response depends upon two 
factors: what are your past beliefs and how you 
assess future stakes. 

• For political decision-makers like Shastri, Nehruvian 
idealism is reinforced by high domestic costs of the 
bomb project. Major political, social and economic 
risks. 

• The scientific enclave: a culture of organisational 
ambition reinforced by favourable changes in 
domestic and international opinion. 

• Military was interested in a conventional build-up: an 
organisational response to the 1962 China war and 
the military modernisation that followed. Nuclear 
weapons were a distraction. 



Nuclear Security 
Guarantees

• Contradictory impulses of the political leadership 
and the scientific enclave

• Nuclear Security Guarantees: political leadership’s 
way out from the bomb conundrum



• Shastri’s gambit inspired much more by domestic political 
considerations rather than any concrete security threat from 
China

• Initially, India preferred unilateral declarations jointly made by the 
US, the UK and the USSR over a binding treaty such as the NPT. 

• Not specifically aimed at India but for all nuclear powers; the 
nonalignment trap.

• Principal opposition came from Moscow: US will entrench itself in 
the Indian Ocean.

• NPT became an alternative arrangement for institutionalising 
such guarantees



• 1966 Leadership change

• Indira Gandhi as Prime Minister; Vikram 
Sarabhai as Chairman, Atomic Energy 
Commission

• No progress on the bomb

• Kosygin proposal: negative security 
guarantees



• Vikram Sarabhai once again opened the dialogue on 
nuclear security guarantees

• India could not extract guarantees but no major 
movement on the bomb 

• Indian assessment: guarantees implicit in the Cold 
War politics

• Risk in Beijing’s strategic calculations rather than the 
certainty of response, whether from India or from 
Great Powers



NPT as Detente

• Lessons of 1962 War: Cuban Missile Crisis, Great 
Power dissonance and China’s opportunism, 
Henceforth, India’s objective was to isolate China

• 1963: India proposed joint conventional guarantees 
from US and USSR

• Insofar NPT represents the process of Détente, India 
has to participate in the treaty. 

• Great Power dictum or Great Power consensus

• New Delhi had to restrain its hostility; no decision on 
the bomb. 


