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Abstract

In the last two decades, the world has experienced a massive shift. Developing 
countries have economically and militarily advanced and are more aggressively 
pursuing their national interests. The two largest of these countries, China and 
India, have been at odds for decades over border disputes. Compounding this, 
China’s closer relations with Pakistan and attempts to encircle India have pushed 
the two countries on a collision course, one that the United States, which views 
China as a great-power rival, would be well-positioned to exploit. However, the 
nuclear standoff between Pakistan and India makes this a difficult task. Accord-
ing to Vipin Narang’s works, Pakistan has adopted an asymmetrical escalation 
nuclear posture that effectively deters India from pressuring it, even in the face 
of terrorist actions like the 2008 Mumbai attacks. In my research, I seek to pres-
ent the unique Goldilocks dilemma that balancing China and Pakistan presents 
to India and examine how closer Indo–American collaboration is the best path 
to prevent rapid instability and possible nuclear war in the region. This article 
examines why a closer future US–Indian partnership is needed to finesse India 
out of its Goldilocks dilemma.

The Deterrence Goldilocks Dilemma

During the Cold War, deterrence was comparatively straightforward: have 
enough nuclear weapons and well-positioned ground forces to ensure that your 
enemy felt that their ability to act against your side was restricted. However, the 
bipolar world of the Cold War between the United States and Soviet Union is 30 
years behind us, and while the economic integration of the world has increased 
dramatically, political integration and alliances have lagged. The result is that we 
live in a far messier multipolar international system, what author Ian Bremmer 
defines as G-Zero, a situation where “no country or bloc of countries has the po-
litical and economic leverage to drive an international agenda.”1

In the realm of deterrence, one of the conundrums that this new normal pres-
ents to states is the Goldilocks dilemma. The Goldilocks principle is when some-
thing must be “just right,” not too much and not too little. The Goldilocks di-
lemma is a balancing problem where this cannot be achieved. When two forces 
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create a situation where “just right” is impossible, either you need more to avoid 
one problem or less to avoid another one.

 This deterrence conundrum was less of an issue in the past during the more 
structurally bipolar Cold War but will become an increasingly common issue as 
more countries achieve nuclear breakout and the structures shift to a more multi-
polar paradigm. Recently, a great example of a state experiencing this dilemma 
was the United States and its Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty (INF) 
with Russia. On the one hand, this treaty helped maintain strategic stability with 
Russia and increased European confidence in American promises by ensuring 
that no local nuclear conflict at shorter range could leave the United States un-
touched. However, China was not bound by this treaty and possesses 2,650 land-
based missiles that would be in violation of the treaty if Beijing were a member. 
The United States felt the need to counterbalance these weapons with assets 
banned by the treaty to establish strategic stability and reassure its allies in East 
Asia.2 Thus, on 2 August 2019, Washington withdrew from the treaty after a war 
of words with Russia regarding Moscow’s compliance with the treaty—only to 
immediately turn around and test its own medium-range missile on 20 August.3

The situation the United States found itself in was a result of two different rival 
forces acting upon it and challenging Washington’s deterrence plans. However, 
America is far from alone in this regard, and its situation is, relative to others, 
stable. The award for the worst deterrence Goldilocks dilemma must go to India, 
which must contend with two rivals: a revisionist nuclear Pakistan, paranoid about 
its security situation and constantly supporting terror attacks across the border, 
and the rising regional power of China, with its territorial claims on Indian terri-
tory and ambitions to expand Beijing’s control into the Indian Ocean. Like the 
American dynamic, India is faced with a conundrum where New Delhi must 
choose between having either stability on one front or deterrence on the other. 
Worse, either choice will result in disastrous consequences in the future for India

Quadrilateral Nature of the South Asian Security Situation

The root cause of the South Asian security situation can be traced back to 
Kashmir. Ever since the bloody event that was the 1947 Partition of India oc-
curred, there has been bad blood between India and Pakistan. Despite the shared 
linguistic and culture heritage, the Hindu–Muslim divide that Partition exacer-
bated resulted in a situation that was destined to produce war and strife. India was 
far from united when it won its independence, and the myriad of Princely States 
and their rulers had, in theory, the choice to accede to either India or Pakistan. 
Fifteen million people were forced to move, and 10 million lost their lives in the 
ensuing chaos.4 India’s Deputy Prime Minister Sardar Patel, now famously known 
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as the Bismarck of India, worked endlessly to create a politically integrated India 
and managed to coerce all but three states into the Union.5 In late 1947, Patel 
used force to bring Hyderabad and Junagadh, both states with Muslim rulers, to 
join the Union. On the other hand, Kashmir’s Hindu ruler decided to join will-
ingly, but his Muslim-majority population and Pakistan did not accept this, re-
sulting in the 1947 Indo–Pakistan War that split Kashmir in two. It is this territo-
rial conflict that keeps Pakistan and India perennially fighting and makes close 
relations realistically impossible.

Making the conflict even more complicated, Beijing’s claims on northeast 
Kashmir and other parts of North India brought China into the mix in 1962, 
when, while the rest of the world was distracted by the Cuban missile crisis, Chi-
nese troops took Indian-held territory in the Sino–Indian War.6 Later that year, 
Pakistan ceded the territory China claimed that it held in Kashmir to end all 
disputes and foster better relations with Beijing. This was the start of the “All-
Weather Friendship” between the two countries, forming, in India’s view, an anti-
Indian alliance. Pakistan would later go on to facilitate relations between China 
and the United States during the Nixon administration. Nowadays, China is 
Pakistan’s most significant military ally and has referred to Pakistan as “our Israel.”7

However, in India’s corner there is now the United States, which, while having 
supported Pakistan in the past for Islamabad’s help in Afghanistan, has slowly 
shifted to a strongly pro-India stance since 2000.8 Washington sees in India a 
natural democratic partner that can help the United States maintain its position 
in the Indo-Pacific and greatly frustrate Chinese efforts at hegemony and power 
projection. As a result, Washington has sought closer relations with New Delhi 
since Pres. Barack Obama’s “pivot to Asia.” As of now, the United States and India 
have signed the 2012 Defense Technology and Trade Initiative (DTTI) and, in 
2014, the Declaration on Defense Cooperation.9 Later, President Obama and 
Prime Minister Narendra Modi met during India’s 66th Republic Day and ham-
mered out a framework for the US–India defense relationship and a joint strategic 
vision for the Indo-Pacific region, in addition to four projects under the DTTI. 
This all served, from the US point of view, to cement the partnership with India. 
One sign of the strength of this new partnership is how it has continued to blos-
som during the Trump administration, at a time when America has experienced 
fraying relations with most of its other major allies.10

From the Indian point of view, the United States is a welcome interloper whose 
support could help tip the scales in India’s favor at bit. China is much more devel-
oped militarily and economically than India, and Beijing has used its financial 
resources to slowly cultivate relationships on India’s borders, making New Delhi 
nervous and mistrustful of China’s “peaceful rise.” In addition, Chinese assistance 
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to Pakistan’s military, nuclear programs, and in international bodies has become 
an unacceptable thorn in the side of India—not to mention the constant issues of 
territorial disputes that have existed since 1962 and which were exacerbated by 
the Doklam Standoff in 2017 and the ongoing situation in the Galwan Valley. At 
this moment, India is a defensive power under great pressure, pushed by a revi-
sionist nuclear Pakistan on one side and a now superpower China on the other.11 
Something not often appreciated by Washington is that India is not warming to 
the United States out of some feeling of brotherhood among democratic states 
but rather out of need and a shared interest in seeing the status quo in South Asia 
maintained.12 Which brings us to the main point of this article: How can a US–
Indian partnership work to finesse India out of its Goldilocks dilemma?

In answering this question, we must understand more in-depth the two sides of 
India’s Goldilocks dilemma, the forces that are acting upon it and have pushed the 
country that founded the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM) into aligning itself 
with the United States. The first is what New Delhi can do to more effectively 
deter China from encroaching on Indian territory and New Delhi’s sphere of influ-
ence. The second, and much trickier, issue is the South Asian nuclear dyad. Accord-
ing to Narang’s work, Islamabad has already adopted an asymmetrical escalation 
nuclear posture that effectively deters India from pressuring Pakistan but also in-
creases the risk of nuclear theft and accidental launch. This means that Pakistan has 
operationalized its nuclear capabilities to deliver a first strike against India should 
conventional conflict arise between the two. Since the events of the 1971 war, 
Pakistan has been very sensitive about the relative balance of power between itself 
and India, and with Pakistan’s nuclear program, Indian plans for grand strategy has 
been consistently constrained. Thus, India has tried different strategies to reestab-
lish deterrence that have only further increased instability. Essentially, this leaves 
New Delhi in a Goldilocks dilemma, where India must increase its capabilities so 
Chinese decision makers fear it, without causing Islamabad to panic.13 Therefore, 
the key to the Goldilocks dilemma for India is maintaining stability with or deter-
ring Pakistan while simultaneously freeing up enough resources to be able to deter 
China. An extremely tall order for India on its own.

Deterring China

One of the main goals of a US–India alliance, especially from the viewpoint of 
India, would be to deter China from further action and expansionism along the 
Indian border, in terms of both claimed territory and attempts to limit New 
Delhi’s relations with India’s neighbors. When it comes to understanding and 
conceptualizing deterrence, I find it most helpful to remember the Doctor Stran-
gelove quote: “Deterrence is the art of producing in the mind of the enemy . . . the 
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fear to attack.”14 What is key here is the mind of the enemy, and as such we need 
to know what China thinks of India. To properly do this I would need to know 
Mandarin, but since I do not, I have based this part of my work on the scholarship 
of Xiaoping Yang of the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace and more 
recent work done by Yun Sun of the Stimson Center’s East Asia Program.

My first and foremost takeaway from Yang’s work is the simple fact that Beijing 
is not worried about New Delhi and does not view India as a security threat.15 
There are two chief reasons at work for this thinking. First is that there is a capa-
bility gap, especially in technology, between the two countries in favor of China. 
The second factor is the no-war bottom-line threshold, which simply means 
China believes neither side wants war and Beijing must merely avoid pushing any 
issue to that point. All of this is further built off the assumption that China does 
not need to respond to India as a nuclear power. Again, there are two reasons for 
this assumption. One is that Beijing does not fully believe the story that New 
Delhi developed India’s weapons to deter China. While Beijing does understand 
that India feels pressured by the Sino–Pakistan alliance, Chinese leaders feel that, 
since China’s nuclear capability is concentrated on the United States, India’s wor-
ries are baseless. Instead, Chinese strategic circles believe that India went overtly 
nuclear for political reasons of prestige and that there is no real intention on New 
Delhi’s part to threaten China. Secondly, China does not worry about India’s 
nukes due to New Delhi’s “no first use” policy and limited nuclear capability, again 
Beijing does not believe India’s seriously intends to fight China. Essentially, at the 
root of China’s threat perception of India lies the fact that Beijing does not see a 
situation in which the two countries would involve themselves in a full-scale war, 
conventional or nuclear.

However, despite this outlook, Yang points out several current events have 
given China some concern, all of which are tied with India’s recent alignment 
with the United States. The US–India nuclear deal in 2008 was the first, though 
Beijing’s main worry was the wavering support for the Non-Proliferation Treaty 
regime in Washington; furthermore, China expressed concern about the possibil-
ity of dual-use technology that could help lead to an arms race in Asia.16 The 
second event was when, in 2010, India’s no-first-use policy seemed to evolve from 
a “no-first-use” to a “no-first-use against nonnuclear weapons states” policy. Again, 
this goes back to China’s reasoning that if it sees no aggressive intention from 
India, Beijing does not need to worry, and these changes could snowball.

A further step in the wrong direction, from China’s point of view, was the ini-
tiatives that India rolled out as a partner of the United States. Next, was India’s 
formation of a special border force specifically meant to deal with Tibet and 
China-related border issues. Finally, there was the launching of India’s nuclear 
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submarine, the Arihant, in 2016, which, while not worrying China due to the 
ship’s lack of technical sophistication, was yet another step that increases the 
chance of future crisis. Again, China does not yet feel that India is a security 
threat, but Beijing is not happy with the direction New Delhi is going.

According to Sun’s work, these previous actions, a more assertive Modi govern-
ment, and a closer relationship with Washington have been enough to push Bei-
jing to attempt forming better ties with New Delhi, with high-profile visits in 
2019.17 While Beijing believes in China’s superiority, Chinese leaders realize that 
their nation suffers from an asymmetry of threat perceptions. New Delhi views 
China as its primary threat, while Beijing only views India as one of many sec-
ondary challengers. Beijing realizes this could possibly result in China’s own 
Goldilocks dilemma and as such wishes to avoid conflict with India. However, 
Chinese leaders find themselves unable to work with India diplomatically, since 
New Delhi’s prerequisites for trusting China, resolutions to border issues and 
halting attempts to stop Pakistani backed terrorists via the UN, are hard commit-
ments, while Beijing’s need, that India becomes neutral, is ephemeral and easy to 
change. As such, the trajectory for Sino–India relations to become more conflic-
tual in nature over time is high.

According to Yang, Beijing’s future threat perception of India will be shaped by 
three factors: foreign support for India, the enhancement of India’s conventional 
military, and how China’s interactions with India regarding border disputes and 
Tibet play out. Sun’s more recent work has shown that the situation has shifted 
enough to warrant Beijing’s attention but not enough to result in any shift in 
policy. This is due to Chinese observers maintaining their low expectations for the 
US–India partnership. They believe there are too many issues, in strategic culture 
and choice of partners, for cooperation to go further and that the alignment of the 
two countries is merely tactical with little real depth. Therefore, Beijing believes 
that when a conflict arises cooperation will fall apart, unlike other US alliances 
with binding agreements. This understanding of how China views India gives us 
a basic road map about the direction the US–India partnership can go and what 
types of support would help India to be taken more seriously by China.

Pakistani Nuclear Strategy and Full-Spectrum Deterrence

On the other end of the Goldilocks dilemma, there is the matter of Pakistan’s 
nuclear capabilities, which Narang’s work outlines meticulously. Pakistan has 
operationalized its nuclear capabilities to create an asymmetric escalation pos-
ture, where a state, historically a state conventionally inferior to its adversary, 
operationalizes its nuclear capacity so that it can launch a first strike, thus deter-
ring the use of both nuclear and conventional capabilities against itself. For this 
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posture to be credible under circumstances when an adversary attacks, there must 
be some level of delegation of authority, and the state’s nuclear capabilities must 
be married to its armed forces. This is to ensure the enemy understands that any 
aggressive action is likely to trigger a nuclear response despite how the enemy 
might try to sow confusion. Additionally, this means this posture relies partially 
on the state being unambiguous about its capabilities and deployment to get the 
maximum deterrence effect.18

Currently only Pakistan employs this posture, given the extreme difference in 
the power of its conventional forces and India’s. Seared into the minds of all 
Pakistani commanders is the memory of their nation’s humiliating defeat in the 
1971 war, when India succeeded in splitting Pakistan in half in a mere 13 days, 
making Bangladesh, which had been East Pakistan, an independent country.19 
While Pakistan would prefer a strategic restraint regime of some kind with India, 
which would limit conventional and nuclear forces, Islamabad understands that 
this will never happen due to India’s security concerns regarding China. Further-
more, Pakistan does not view stability as possible until New Delhi shows India is 
serious about solving territorial disputes, which given India’s advantageous posi-
tion is highly unlikely.20 Therefore, the perceived growth in Indian capabilities, 
combined with the view that diplomatic solutions are a pipedream, has resulted in 
the current Pakistani strategy of full-spectrum deterrence, threating nuclear first 
use in conventional conflict through its nuclear posture.

In his experiment, Narang looks at the history of conflict between India and 
Pakistan since they gained nuclear capacities and evaluates the deterrence effect 
that each posture had while employed. His results are very straightforward in 
that the asymmetric escalation posture has been “deterrence optimal” for Paki-
stan. The evidence for this lies in the fact that while the United States was able 
to help deescalate and end conflicts for Pakistan while it employed the catalytic 
posture, such did not deter India from using conventional means against Paki-
stan at times. On the other hand, since employing the asymmetric escalation 
posture Pakistan has had, at the time of Narang’s article, no Indian conventional 
forces setting foot on Pakistan’s soil, even in the aftermath of two major Inter-
Services Intelligence–supported terrorist attacks.21 This posture has served as a 
shield from which Pakistan can use subconventional means to attack India with 
no fear of reprisal, resulting in a stability–instability paradox. The idea behind 
the paradox is that the nuclear weapons will deter major actions by an opponent 
resulting in strategic stability, which paradoxically makes lower levels of vio-
lence safer since the other party cannot escalate in response without threatening 
nuclear conflict.22
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However, this has led to even greater escalation and instability in the region, 
as use of subconventional attacks has led India to become frustrated and desper-
ate for reprisal, and New Delhi has attempted strategies, such as Operation Cold 
Start, which it believes will allow India to strike Pakistan in a limited fashion 
without crossing the nuclear red line.23 However, this did not deter Pakistan, and 
New Delhi has likely been driven to skirt the edges of India’s no-first-use policy 
to reestablish deterrence. Outlined in Narang’s newer work, it is highly likely 
that India is putting the intelligence and weapons capabilities together to allow 
it to launch a preemptive counterforce strike that could credibly destroy Paki-
stan’s nuclear capabilities24—a plan that is highly destabilizing, since it would 
push Islamabad to use all of its nuclear weapons in the event of a crisis out of fear 
that Pakistan could lose them. Additionally, this will result in Pakistan delegat-
ing even more authority, spreading out their weapons caches, and increasing the 
risk of accidental use and theft to maintain the credibility of Islamabad’s deter-
rent against Indian conventional forces, which Narang asserts would put the re-
gion on permanent crisis footing, as both countries are playing evermore danger-
ous games of brinksmanship.

Recent events have seen the issue of such South Asian brinksmanship pushed 
to the forefront. At the end of January 2019, Pakistan tested a nuclear-capable 
close-range ballistic missile—the Nasr. The development of the Nasr was in re-
sponse to the Indian Cold Start doctrine.25 Then on 14 February 2019, the 
Pakistan-based terrorist group Jaish-e-Mohammad killed 46 Indian soldiers in 
the Pulwama district of Jammu and Kashmir, leading New Delhi to respond with 
an airstrike on 26 February at Balakot, in Pakistan-held territory, with an Indian 
jet shot down and its pilot captured.26 In the ensuing chaos, India escalated mas-
sively, and it was reported that Prime Minister Modi threatened to use missiles if 
the Indian pilot was not returned to India.27 For the first time in this brinkman-
ship game since acquiring nuclear weapons, it appears Pakistan blinked, and Is-
lamabad promptly returned the pilot. Furthermore, Pakistan responded to the 
first Indian warplanes to cross the line control since 1971 not with nuclear forces 
but with conventional airpower.28 While it is only a small concession, this small 
victory for India will undoubtedly serve to strengthen existing plans to pursue 
preemptive counterforce strike to deter Pakistan. However, Pakistan will not sit 
on its hands and will likely be putting together its own plans, via increased surviv-
ability of weapons and/or more advanced designs, to break Indian confidence in 
its capabilities. The result appears more volatile than most of the Cold War, with 
no winners, and it is clear alternatives must be found to fix the situation.
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The Lukewarm Porridge: A Formal US–India Alliance Is the Only 
Option of Unappetizing Options

After considering the issues India has at both ends of its Goldilocks dilemma, 
it is clear how the dual pressures have pushed New Delhi into aligning with the 
United States. It deserves to be reiterated how big of a change this is for the 
country that founded the NAM during the Cold War. While this is a big step, it 
is also still not enough to allow India to fix its Goldilocks dilemma. The apparent 
brittleness of the US–India partnership means it does little to deter Beijing or 
constrict Chinese action in the region. At the same time, the nuclear dyad be-
tween Pakistan and India has only become more unstable, with India having 
barely managed to achieve what appears to be a short-term pyrrhic victory. The 
Modi and Trump administrations have continued to ramp up ties. However, this 
has still fallen short of a formal treaty alliance, which, as unappetizing as it might 
be, is New Delhi’s best shot at solving India’s Goldilocks dilemma.

New Delhi currently faces three possible paths India can pursue to escape its 
dilemma. The first path is the current one, where New Delhi continues to try to 
solve the matter with India’s own power, maintaining some of its neutrality, only 
making some tactical partnerships at its convenience. However, as we can al-
ready see, this path fails to deter China from making moves against India, and 
the preemptive counterforce strategy will result in more crisis instability and is 
highly unlikely to reestablish deterrence with Pakistan in the long term. In fact, 
it will most certainly result in an arms race that will put the region at greater 
risk and drain resources needed to compete with China and restart the growth 
engine of the now sputtering Indian economy. In short, we already know that 
this path is going to fail.

A second path would be an attempt to work with China rather than the United 
States on fixing these issues. However, according to Sun’s work, this path would 
likely be doomed to failure. Frustratingly, China finds itself pulled in two direc-
tions when it comes to India; on the one hand, Beijing has a genuine interest in 
maintaining peace so it can focus on China’s conflict in the Indo-Pacific with the 
United States and not divert forces to its front with India. However, at the same 
time, Indian and Chinese plans and visions in South Asia are incompatible and a 
source of strife. Compounding this is the fact that South Asia is India’s primary 
theater but only a secondary one for China; thus, there is an asymmetry of actions 
and demands. As previously stated, China only demands India remains neutral, 
while India demands actions from China that Beijing could not take back and that 
would strengthen India in the region. This is intolerable to Beijing, which views the 
demands as too much and feeding into India’s internal politics. Beijing believes 
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that if China gave India any kind of victory, it would embolden New Delhi further. 
China’s core interest here is that India remains struggling to control South Asia 
and neutral in China’s conflict with the United States, as such it is clear that dip-
lomatic attempts to find solutions to New Delhi’s Goldilocks dilemma will be 
stalled by China, whose main goal is Indian passivity. In short it is a waste of time.

The third path is a formal alliance between the United States and India against 
China, and the extension of American security guarantees could be the most 
powerful deterrent that India could hope for against Beijing. While China might 
view its capabilities as far ahead of India’s, Beijing is under no illusions about 
China’s gap with the United States. Additionally, as mentioned before, this would 
force China to deal with a new front and split its forces, giving both India and the 
United States a better chance in the region. For dealing with Pakistan, an Indo–
America alliance offers several possibilities. First it creates a problem for Islam-
abad, as India would, officially or unofficially (since the United States would never 
allow a nuclear attack on its troops to go unpunished), be under an American 
nuclear aegis, and the credibility of Pakistani threats that would escalate to attacks 
on Indian territory would be less believable. More importantly would be the pos-
sibility of India opening new options to increase costs of subconventional attacks 
committed by Pakistan via sanctions through the US alliance network. Finally, is 
the possibility that the response to a US–India alliance is a closer Sino–Pakistan 
alliance. Naturally, there are negatives to this eventuality; however, there could be 
two major positives. First, this would end the Goldilocks dilemma, since the con-
flict would become bipolar in nature and create two united fronts facing off. The 
second is that this bipolar scenario would more easily allow for treaties to prevent 
nuclear arms races and could generate some real strategic stability in the region. 
Everything considered, it is not guaranteed that a formal alliance would allow 
India to escape the Goldilocks dilemma, but it certainly gives New Delhi the best 
chance of deterring Beijing and new tools for dealing with Islamabad.

With this said, neither New Delhi nor Washington is quite ready for a formal 
alliance, as there are some speed bumps that need to be considered and remedi-
ated. Trump has furthered cooperation in meaningful ways and signaled a will-
ingness to work more closely with the rebranding of US Pacific Command to US 
Indo-Pacific Command. However, his attitude and policies on immigration have 
not been well-received in New Delhi. Additionally, India’s purchase of Russian 
missile defense systems, bought to enable India’s new counterforce posture, ac-
cording to Narang, and other weapons have made it difficult for the United States 
to work toward interoperability and position some of its most sensitive technolo-
gies in India. The US–India relationship is a relatively new one, and these are 
some of the kinks. However, there are going to be costs that New Delhi must deal 
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with to secure the alliance; namely, India will need to abandon its counterforce 
posture against Pakistan and the Russian missile defense that is a key part of it.

Furthermore, there are questions as to whether this alliance is desirable for the 
United States, given the current situation. India is facing major domestic chal-
lenges, and there are some real questions about New Delhi’s ability to deliver on 
the hopes that US policy makers have for it. US interests are very much at the 
periphery of Indian domestic politics; while both countries are democracies, this 
has never led to especially good relations in the past as it did in the West. The 
Indian economy is growing fast but also generating massive income inequality, 
underemployment, brain drain, and drought. Militarily India’s forces are primarily 
focused on Kashmir and Pakistan, tying down large quantities of manpower and 
military spending.29 As much as India would like to remove itself from the India–
Pakistan dyad, issues in Kashmir and growing nationalism constantly draw New 
Delhi back into a fight Washington would much rather not take part in.30 The 
caution on both sides to solidify a defense relationship are built upon some major 
hurdles that will take time to overcome, but given it is India’s best option to sur-
mount the Goldilocks dilemma and America’s best option to open a second front 
for China, Washington should continue pushing for a treaty alliance.

Finally, as American strategy clearly wants the Indo-Pacific to play a major role 
in its future plans for countering China, supporting India might be the cost 
Washington must bear to open another front against China in this new Cold War. 
Furthermore, the current state of Pakistan’s and India’s nuclear forces demands 
US attention, and given that China will be as useless in solving this crisis as it has 
proven to be with North Korea, a strategy to reestablish strategic stability by 
changing the conflict from multipolar to bipolar is one worth contemplating.

Conclusion

India is in a Goldilocks dilemma in which New Delhi must increase its capa-
bilities vis-à-vis China, but at the same time, Islamabad harasses and constrains 
India. Pakistan has used its nuclear capabilities to create an asymmetrical escala-
tion posture and is seeking full-spectrum deterrence against India. In doing so, 
Islamabad has created a security situation with risks with which both the region 
and wider world must concern themselves. With this article, I have pointed out 
that to achieve both of its aims India’s only feasible option is a formal alliance 
with the United States. Continuing the old Indian policy of nonalignment will 
never allow New Delhi to escape the Goldilocks dilemma, as India lacks the 
strength to do this on its own. Aligning India with China to solve the issue is 
doomed to fail, as Beijing views India, by virtue of New Delhi’s position and level 
of power in South Asia, as a rival that must be subjugated to secure Chinese he-
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gemony. The extent of Beijing’s goodwill is limited, as China only wants to avoid 
conflict with India, while Beijing still must concern itself with the United States. 
These factors have already served to push India into aligning itself with America; 
the question remains if India and the United States can agree to the formal alli-
ance necessary to counter China. If not, India is merely pushing off inevitable 
conflict with China over the Indo-Pacific—possibly to a time when New Delhi 
might not have the United States and US allies to help keep Indian borders and 
waters where they are today. 
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