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Abstract

India-Pakistan relations have historically been characterized by territorial disputes, military rivalry,
competing national narratives and periodic attempts at diplomatic engagement. In recent years, however,
the relationship has undergone important strategic shifts. Traditional disputes - particularly Jammu and
Kashmir - remain unresolved, but the strategic environment now includes cross-border terrorism
allegations, increasingly sophisticated conventional military capabilities, nuclear deterrence, drones and
precision weapons, information warfare, water security, economic disengagement and changing
alignments with major powers. The April-May 2025 crisis represented an important inflection point.
Following the terrorist attack near Pahalgam on 22 April 2025, which killed 26 people, India attributed
responsibility to Pakistan-linked elements; Pakistan rejected the allegation and called for an independent
investigation. India subsequently announced measures including placing the Indus Waters Treaty in
abeyance. Military escalation followed in May, including Indian strikes under Operation Sindoor, Pakistani
retaliation under Operation Bunyan-ul-Marsoos, drone and missile activity, and exchanges along the Line
of Control. The confrontation ended with an understanding on 10 May 2025 to halt military action. This
paper argues that India-Pakistan relations are moving from a pattern of intermittent dialogue and crisis
management toward one of competitive coexistence under increasingly complex deterrence.
Sustainable stability will require credible crisis-communication mechanisms, restoration of functional
bilateral channels, protection of treaty-based cooperation, counterterrorism engagement and gradual
confidence-building measures.
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1. Introduction

Few bilateral relationships have had greater consequences for South Asian security than the relationship
between India and Pakistan. Since independence in 1947, the two countries have experienced wars,
military confrontations, prolonged political disputes and repeated cycles of diplomatic engagement and
breakdown. Jammu and Kashmir remains the central territorial dispute, while terrorism, water, borders,
military competition and competing regional interests have progressively complicated the relationship.

The strategic environment has changed. Both countries possess nuclear weapons. Precision missiles,
unmanned aerial vehicles, cyber capabilities, satellite surveillance and information warfare increasingly
influence crisis behaviour. Economic relations have sharply contracted, while India's and Pakistan's
external relationships with the United States, China, Gulf states and other powers have evolved. The 2025
military confrontation demonstrated how rapidly a terrorist attack or other major security incident can
escalate into direct military exchanges between two nuclear-armed states.

2. Research Question

How are changing security doctrines, regional alignments, technological capabilities, economic relations
and water disputes reshaping India-Pakistan relations, and what policy framework could reduce the risk of
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future conflict?

3. Objectives of the Study

This study examines the historical foundations of the rivalry; identifies recent strategic shifts; assesses the
May 2025 confrontation; evaluates nuclear and conventional deterrence; studies the growing strategic
importance of the Indus Waters Treaty; considers the influence of China, the United States and Gulf states;
assesses prospects for normalization; and recommends measures to reduce escalation risks.

4. Methodology

The study uses a qualitative policy-analysis approach based on official statements, treaty and arbitration
documents, international institutional material, strategic-policy research, credible international reporting
and historical analysis. Because many bilateral events are strongly contested, official claims are treated as
positions of the respective governments rather than automatically as independently established facts.

5. Historical Foundations of the Rivalry

India and Pakistan emerged as independent states in August 1947 following the partition of British India.
The dispute over Jammu and Kashmir produced the first war in 1947-48 and remained a major source of
conflict thereafter. The two countries subsequently fought the 1965 and 1971 wars and the 1999 Kargil
conflict, in addition to several later crises. The 1972 Simla Agreement established a framework
emphasizing bilateral resolution of outstanding issues. Despite continuing rivalry, periods of dialogue, trade
initiatives and confidence-building repeatedly emerged, only to be disrupted by major security crises.

6. Nuclearization and Strategic Stability

The overt nuclearization of South Asia in 1998 transformed the strategic relationship. Nuclear weapons
raised the potential cost of full-scale war but did not eliminate lower-level military crises. This creates a
stability-instability problem: strategic deterrence may discourage unlimited war while decision-makers may
still consider limited conventional action possible below the nuclear threshold. India's improving
precision-strike capabilities and Pakistan's diversified deterrence posture make escalation management
increasingly complex.

7. From Dialogue to Strategic Disengagement

A major recent shift is the decline of sustained bilateral engagement. Earlier periods combined rivalry with
diplomatic dialogue, trade, visas, cultural interaction, transport and people-to-people contacts. These
channels have narrowed. India maintains that normal relations require an environment free from terrorism,
violence and hostility; Pakistan argues that sustainable normalization requires meaningful dialogue on
outstanding disputes, particularly Jammu and Kashmir. Fewer routine channels in normal periods mean
fewer mechanisms are available when crises begin.

8. Kashmir After 2019

On 5 August 2019, India changed the constitutional arrangements governing Jammu and Kashmir.
Pakistan rejected the decision, downgraded diplomatic relations and suspended significant bilateral trade.
India considers the changes an internal matter; Pakistan regards Jammu and Kashmir as an unresolved
international dispute. These incompatible positions substantially reduced political space for comprehensive
dialogue.

9. The 2021 Line of Control Ceasefire
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In February 2021, the Directors General of Military Operations reaffirmed existing ceasefire understandings
along the Line of Control and other sectors. The arrangement reduced violence for a period and
demonstrated that practical risk-reduction measures can work even without comprehensive political
normalization.

10. The Pahalgam Attack and the 2025 Crisis

The strategic environment changed sharply after the attack near Pahalgam on 22 April 2025, in which 26
people were Killed. India blamed Pakistan-linked militants; Pakistan denied involvement and called for a
neutral investigation. India announced punitive measures, including placing the Indus Waters Treaty in
abeyance. Pakistan announced countermeasures, and the crisis moved from diplomatic confrontation
toward direct military escalation.

11. Operation Sindoor and Operation Bunyan-ul-Marsoos

During the night of 6-7 May 2025, India launched Operation Sindoor and struck targets in Pakistan and
Pakistan-administered Kashmir, describing them as terrorist infrastructure. Pakistan rejected India's
justification, characterized the strikes as aggression and responded militarily. On 10 May, Pakistan
launched Operation Bunyan-ul-Marsoos. The confrontation involved aircraft, missiles, drones, artillery,
air-defence systems and precision-strike capabilities. Both countries agreed on 10 May to stop military
firing and action.

12. Why the 2025 Crisis Was Strategically Different

The crisis highlighted long-range precision strikes, drone warfare, integrated air and missile defence, and
compressed decision time. Modern systems allow military action without large ground mobilization, but
they also reduce the time available to verify events, assess intent and calibrate responses. This increases
the risk of miscalculation.

13. The New Escalation Ladder

The emerging escalation ladder is more complex than the traditional sequence of political crisis,
mobilization and border conflict. A modern crisis may move from a terrorist attack or security incident to
diplomatic retaliation, economic or water measures, information and cyber operations, drone or precision
strikes, conventional military response and possible nuclear signalling. More options can create more
opportunities for miscalculation.

14. The Strategic Transformation of Water

The Indus Waters Treaty of 1960 survived wars and decades of hostility and was long viewed as a durable
example of functional cooperation. After the April 2025 attack, India announced that the treaty would be
held in abeyance. Pakistan rejected this position and maintained that the treaty could not be unilaterally
suspended. Water consequently shifted from a largely technical and legal issue toward a more explicit
component of strategic competition.

15. The Indus Waters Treaty and International Arbitration

International proceedings continued after India's announcement. In June 2025, the Court of Arbitration
constituted under the treaty issued a Supplemental Award concerning its competence and concluded that
its competence remained intact. India rejects the legitimacy of that arbitration route in these proceedings,
while Pakistan maintains that the process is valid and the treaty remains binding. The dispute now
concerns not only individual hydroelectric projects but the resilience of a major institutional stabilizer in
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bilateral relations.

16. Why Water Security Matters to Pakistan

The Indus river system is fundamental to Pakistan's agriculture, food security, drinking-water supply,
hydropower generation, rural employment and economy. Unlike trade, visas or diplomatic representation,
water is an essential resource. Its securitization therefore introduces a particularly sensitive dimension into
the rivalry.

17. Decline of Bilateral Trade

Formal bilateral trade remains far below potential. Political disputes, restrictions and deteriorating
diplomatic relations have weakened economic interdependence. Geography could support trade in
agriculture, pharmaceuticals, textiles, chemicals, machinery, information technology, energy and consumer
goods. Economic ties cannot guarantee peace, but their absence removes one possible constituency for
stability.

18. India's Changing Strategic Position

India has developed deeper strategic and economic relations with the United States, Europe, Japan,
Australia, Gulf countries and Indo-Pacific partners. It is a member of the Quad and increasingly views its
strategic environment through a wider Indo-Pacific and China-focused framework. Pakistan therefore
occupies a smaller share of India's overall foreign-policy agenda than in earlier decades.

19. Pakistan's Strategic Relationship with China

Pakistan's strategic partnership with China has deepened through defence cooperation and the
China-Pakistan Economic Corridor. From Pakistan's perspective, China provides strategic balance against
India's larger economic and conventional military capabilities. From India's perspective, close
China-Pakistan cooperation creates concern about a potential two-front strategic challenge. Bilateral rivalry
increasingly intersects with wider India-China competition.

20. The United States and Crisis Management

The United States now has significant but different relationships with both India and Pakistan. During the
May 2025 crisis, U.S. officials engaged both sides amid international concern about escalation. Pakistan
acknowledged the role of the United States and other friendly states, while India emphasized direct military
communication and rejected claims of external mediation. External powers can assist crisis management,
but the two countries disagree on the legitimate role of third-party mediation.

21. Gulf States and Emerging Diplomatic Actors

Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates and other Gulf countries have increasingly important economic and
political relationships with both India and Pakistan. Their interests in trade, investment, expatriate
communities, energy markets and regional stability can make them useful diplomatic channels during
periods of tension.

22. Information Warfare and Strategic Narratives

Modern crises unfold on both the physical battlefield and the digital information battlefield. Governments,
media and social networks distribute claims about aircraft losses, missile strikes, casualties, terrorist
responsibility and political intentions. False or exaggerated information can generate domestic pressure for
retaliation before facts are independently verified. Information integrity is therefore becoming part of crisis
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management.

23. Nuclear Deterrence After the 2025 Crisis

The May 2025 confrontation remained below the nuclear threshold, but it demonstrated willingness to
conduct direct conventional operations under a nuclear shadow. Nuclear weapons continue to constrain
all-out war but do not eliminate conventional confrontation. The danger lies in assuming that each future
escalation can be controlled despite possible intelligence errors, larger casualties, sensitive targets or
intense domestic political pressure.

24. Strategic Shift: From Conflict Resolution to Conflict Management

Comprehensive normalization appears difficult in the current environment. The immediate strategic priority
should therefore be conflict management and escalation prevention without abandoning long-term dispute
resolution. A realistic sequence is: crisis prevention, confidence building, functional cooperation, political
dialogue and eventually dispute resolution.

25. Policy Options for Pakistan

Pakistan should combine credible but economically sustainable deterrence with stronger economic
resilience, diplomatic engagement, counterterrorism credibility and protection of the Indus Waters
framework through treaty mechanisms, technical expertise and international law. Fiscal stability, exports,
technology, energy security and investment increasingly form part of national strategic power.

26. Policy Options for India

India should preserve crisis communication even when comprehensive dialogue is politically difficult;
insulate essential cooperation such as water, nuclear safety and humanitarian matters where possible;
carefully assess escalation risks associated with limited military operations; and recognize its interest in a
stable South Asian neighbourhood.

27. A Framework for Future Engagement

A phased framework could begin with Line of Control ceasefire maintenance, DGMO communication,
nuclear hotlines and missile-test notifications. Functional cooperation could then address Indus waters,
prisoners, fishermen, humanitarian visas and religious exchanges. Carefully phased trade restoration could
precede structured political dialogue on Kashmir, terrorism and security, Sir Creek, Siachen, water, trade
and regional connectivity.

28. Key Findings

Seven shifts stand out: technological complexity is increasing; nuclear deterrence does not prevent limited
conventional operations; escalation can move from terrorism to interstate military action within days; water
has become a central strategic issue; economic disengagement has removed a stabilizing factor; bilateral
competition increasingly intersects with larger geopolitics; and the absence of sustained dialogue
increases the importance of crisis-management mechanisms.

29. Recommendations

India and Pakistan should consider a Strategic Risk Reduction Framework including permanent military
hotlines, regular DGMO communication, reaffirmation of the Line of Control ceasefire, stronger notification
procedures for missiles and major exercises, protection of nuclear confidence-building measures,
restoration of technical communication on Indus waters, credible investigation mechanisms for major
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terrorist incidents where feasible, gradual restoration of diplomatic representation, humanitarian travel,
phased trade and mechanisms to counter dangerous crisis misinformation.

30. Conclusion

India-Pakistan relations are undergoing a profound strategic transformation. Historical disputes remain, but
precision weapons, drones, information warfare, water security, economic disengagement and great-power
competition have created a more complex environment. The May 2025 confrontation demonstrated both
the resilience and fragility of deterrence. Neither country is likely to achieve complete strategic dominance
at acceptable cost. The more realistic objective is competitive coexistence with effective guardrails.

Core Strategic Proposition

Deterrence without perpetual crisis, competition without uncontrolled escalation, and
disagreement without war.
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