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South Asia was overtly nuclearised 14 years ago. The region perhaps would have been far better off if the famous words uttered by Robert Oppenheimer after he witnessed the power of the Trinity Test, the first nuclear explosion in New Mexico in July 1945, had been given some credence. He was so moved by the spectacle as to spontaneously acclaim that the sight made him think of the lines from the Bhagavad Gita: “If the radiance of a thousand suns were to burst at once into the sky, that would be like the splendour of the Mighty One: Now I am become death, the destroyer of worlds.”

 

It was India, not Pakistan, that introduced an ominous nuclear dimension into the volatile security environment of this region through its first nuclear test in 1974. It was hailed by the West as a “peaceful” nuclear test. The world then discovered the fallacy of India’s claims, that its nuclear programme had been exclusively for peaceful uses during the Nehru era and that the nuclear weapons programme was initiated by the Shastri government only after the first Chinese nuclear test in 1964. There is incontrovertible evidence now that Dr Homi Jehangir Bhabha, the architect of the Indian nuclear programme, had with Nehru’s approval already built a clandestine nuclear weapons development capability within the structural framework of the Indian civilian nuclear programme.

 

From the very beginning, Indian nuclear pursuits were a source of concern to Pakistan, compelling it to prepare itself and go nuclear in reciprocation. Pakistan faced a double jeopardy. On the one hand we faced India’s nuclear ambitions as a direct threat to Pakistan’s security and survival; on the other, we faced sanctions imposed by our friends and allies in the name of nuclear “non-proliferation.” They even denied us the means of a conventional defence.

 

In the absence of any security umbrella, Pakistan was left with no choice but to orient its nuclear programme for defence purposes and to develop an indigenous nuclear and missile capability. But we never challenged the non-proliferation regime when the NPT was being finalised in 1968. In fact, we supported its objectives. We did not sign the treaty only because India refused to do so and was adamantly pursuing its ambitious nuclear-weapons programme.

 

Since the negotiations for the NPT in 1968, every single non-proliferation initiative came from Pakistan. In 1974, Pakistan launched a major diplomatic campaign to prevent nuclear proliferation in our region and presented a series of proposals to spare our region from the spectre of nuclear conflict. These included a nuclear weapons-free zone in South Asia, a joint renunciation of acquisition or manufacture of nuclear weapons, mutual inspection of nuclear facilities, simultaneous adherence to the Nuclear Non-proliferation Treaty and IAEA safeguards, bilateral nuclear test ban and a missile-free zone in South Asia.

 

In June 1991, we proposed a five-nation conference, which was later expanded to also include all permanent members of the UN Security Council, to discuss conventional arms control and confidence-building measures and promotion of nuclear restraint. In 1997, we proposed mutual and equal restraint by Pakistan and India on the development of nuclear and ballistic missiles. All these proposals aimed at establishing an equitable and non-discriminatory regime in South Asia were rejected by India and ignored by the world community.

 

In April 1998, Pakistan’s prime minister addressed a letter to the G-8 heads of state and government drawing their attention to India’s threatening nuclear designs and the imminence of its nuclear tests under the new BJP government. Our warnings remained unheeded. India’s five nuclear tests on May 11 and 13, 1998, proved us completely right. We did not respond in a tit-for-tat manner, although we had every legal and political right to do so. India misunderstood our restraint and thought we never had the nuclear capability.

 

For 17 days after India’s nuclear tests, we waited for the world to do something about India’s nuclear threats. Nothing happened. In fact, we were advised to take the high moral ground by not responding to India’s tests in kind and thus forfeit, in the name of non-proliferation, our right to exist as a free people. Meanwhile, our restraint was being misunderstood in India.

 

The BJP government and its leaders started making threatening statements. Pakistan instantly became the first country in the world to be subjected to nuclear blackmail. Peace was hanging by a slender thread in South Asia. In the absence of any assurances or security guarantees, we had no choice but to take measures to protect our freedom and independence.

 

Pakistan exploded five nuclear devices on May 28 and followed that up with one more on May 30. Our tests were an act of self-defence; they established our minimum credible deterrence and in fact restored the regional strategic balance, serving the larger interest of peace and stability in South Asia. We had proven our capability. There were no doubts left any more.

 

No doubt, it was a difficult but inevitable decision guided solely by our vital national interests. We were offered monetary packages but no price was sufficient for the country’s security and survival as an independent state. In reaching that decision, the country’s elected civilian leadership withstood all pressures and inducements and did not trade off Pakistan’s security interests for any monetary package.

 

As anticipated, there was adverse reaction to our tests from the US and other Western countries. They had not shown the same reaction over India’s tests. The formal reaction of the international community, especially the major powers, to South Asian nuclear tests was set out in the UN Security Council resolution 1172 of June 6, 1998, which inter alia, condemned the tests and called for a rollback by both countries of their nuclear capabilities, signature of the CTBT, progress on the FMCT and restrictions on missile delivery systems.

 

Most importantly, the Security Council resolution not only recognised that the tests were conducted first by India and then by Pakistan but also in its operative clause (Para 5) urged India and Pakistan to resume their dialogue “on all outstanding issues, encouraging them “to find mutually acceptable solutions that address the root causes of those tensions, including Kashmir.”

 

For the world community, it is important to understand and recognise the conceptual difference between the strategic policies of India and Pakistan. For India, it is global status, and for Pakistan it is its security and survival. While India’s tests destabilised the security environment in South Asia, Pakistan’s tests restored the nuclear and strategic balance, and also averted the risk of a disastrous conflict that could have resulted from any misadventure by India.

 

Nuclear weapons in South Asia are a reality now. They constitute an essential element of our security in the form of credible nuclear deterrent. They also constitute a credible nuclear deterrent for India. We cannot even imagine giving up our nuclear option for any reason now. The only option is to remove the causes of instability and conflict in our region.

 

If there are any lessons to be learned from the nuclear saga in South Asia, the international community must avoid policies that create and widen nuclear disparities in this region and further aggravate the already uneasy India-Pakistan nuclear equation, the only one to grow up in history as an offshoot of a legacy of their outstanding disputes. And at the centre of their problems lies the unresolved Kashmir issue, which must be addressed in accordance with the wishes of the Kashmiri people.
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