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Sticks and Stones
Nuclear Deterrence and Conventional Conflict

Dr. Kathryn M.G. BoehlefelD

On the night of 15 June 2020, Sino- Indian tensions flared into fighting 
along the disputed border in the region known as the Galwan Valley. The 
fighting led to the first casualties along the border in 45 years. However, 

no one on either side fired a single shot.1 Instead, soldiers threw rocks and used 
wooden clubs wrapped in barbed wire to attack one another. Two of the most 
powerful armies in the world, both of which possess nuclear weapons, clashed 
with one another using sticks and stones.

Nuclear weapons prevent nuclear states from engaging in large- scale conven-
tional war with one another, or at least, the existence of such advanced weapons 
has correlated with a significant decrease in conventional war between nuclear- 
armed adversaries over the past 80 years. Nuclear weapons tend to make nuclear 
adversaries wearier of engaging in conventional warfare with one another because 
they fear inadvertent escalation: that a war will spiral out of control and end in a 
nuclear exchange even if the war’s aims were originally fairly limited. However, 
this fear has not fully prevented the Chinese and Indian militaries from engaging 
in skirmishes, like the one that occurred in June 2020. Where does escalation to-
ward nuclear war start, and what does this conflict teach both us and major world 
players about the dangers and opportunities associated with low levels of conflict 
between nuclear powers?

Escalation to nuclear use may occur as a deliberate and premeditated choice or 
inadvertently as the result of a security dilemma, the offensive nature of militaries, 
and/or due to the fog of war.2 This article argues that the Sino- Indian border 
dispute demonstrates that the drivers of inadvertent escalation may be present 
even at exceptionally low levels of conflict. Thus, even though nuclear weapons 
induce caution, there are good reasons to worry about the dangers of inadvertent 
escalation to nuclear use despite the longstanding global tradition of nonuse.

This article examines the background of the disputed border, then explores the 
connection between conventional and nuclear conflict in the context of this case. 
It considers why the conventional- nuclear escalation ladder is becoming more—
not less—critical as we move farther away from the Cold War. Finally, the article 
considers the implications for other nuclear- armed states.



78  JOURNAL OF INDO-PACIFIC AFFAIRS  WINTER 2020

Boehlefeld

Acute Contestation over Actual Control

Over the past year, tensions between China and India have risen steadily over 
a disputed border in the Ladakh region, which is high in the Himalayan Moun-
tains.3 Both states see the other as trying to change the status quo along the bor-
der. Policy changes have become a rising issue between the two states. In fall 2019, 
India brought its portion of the Ladakh region under national rule.4 Meanwhile, 
China has increased ties with Pakistan in recent months as part of its Belt and 
Road Initiative, including infrastructure projects that extend through Indo- 
Pakistani disputed territory.5 Beijing and New Delhi have also begun infrastruc-
ture projects in the contested area: India recently completed a road along the 
border, which would allow it to move troops and materiel more quickly in the 
region, while China moved a large amount of heavy equipment and military sus-
tainment supplies into the territory.6 Rising tensions initially flared in early May, 
causing both states to send additional troops to the area. While India and China 
did enter into negotiations, progress was slow and prone to stalls, as each side 
questioned the motives of the other.7 Meanwhile, tensions along the border con-
tinued to rise, crescendoing in the June 2020 skirmish.

Friction along the border is not just a contemporary problem. The 2,200-km 
border has been a source of tension between the two regional powers since the 
British colonial government in India signed a treaty with Tibet that established 
the McMahon Line, which functions as the official legal border between India 
and China. China contests the 1914 treaty, claiming that Tibet, as a non- 
independent entity, was not legally capable of signing such an agreement.

Today, the de facto border is known as the Line of Actual Control (LAC). The 
LAC is not demarcated and is the product of wars in 1962 and 1967.8 The result-
ing line is flanked on both sides by contested territory. The Aksai Chin plateau, 
the location of the Galwan Valley where the fighting occurred, is claimed by India 
but occupied by China.9 Both sides see the territory as economically and militar-
ily important.10 For China, this territory not only borders the Tibetan region of 
China, a region that has long sought autonomy, but also contains Highway 219, 
which connects Tibet with Xinjiang Province, home of the Uighurs.11 Maintain-
ing control over this territory and Highway 219 is strategically important to 
China, which has recently worked to strengthen its hold on non- Han populated 
areas within its borders. For India, this region is home to Daulat Beg Oldi, India’s 
northernmost military base and the highest altitude airstrip in the world. Over 
the past 20 years, India has built an all- weather road, the Darbuk–Shyok–Daulat 
Beg Oldi (DSDBO), which connects the remote base to the regional capital of 
Leh. With its completion, India can now supply men and materiel much faster 
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and more efficiently.12 The logistical improvement allows India a better foothold 
in an area full of disputed borders.13

While neither side experienced casualties between 1967 and 2020, the two 
militaries did not steer completely clear of one another. In 1987, India and China 
narrowly avoided a crisis when Indian troops engaging in a military exercise 
spooked Chinese commanders who began advancing toward the LAC. As both 
China and India are nuclear- capable states, they have an incentive to avoid situa-
tions that might lead to a nuclear exchange, including conventional conflict. India 
and China were so alarmed by the 1987 crisis that they spent the next 25 years 
signing resolutions to try to avoid warfare.

In 1993, India and China signed an agreement to mitigate such crisis potential 
in the future by increasing transparency.14 An agreement signed in 1996 enhanced 
the 1993 pact, and added the stipulation that neither side would use guns or other 
explosives within two kilometers of the border.15 A final agreement was signed in 
2013 to create clearer understanding of appropriate defensive measures, after both 
sides established fortified bases within 1,000 feet of one another.16 While these 
agreements were largely successful in preventing conventional conflict, small in-
cursions and provocations did occur, as the June 2020 skirmish demonstrates.

What makes the most recent clash interesting is that this is the first time the 
two states have suffered casualties while both were nuclear armed.17 Any time two 
nuclear- armed states engage militarily, the risk of escalation to nuclear use lurks 
in the shadows.

From Sticks and Stones to Armageddon?

Some might argue that the existence of nuclear weapons would preclude the 
risk and danger of large- scale conventional conflict along the Sino- Indian bor-
der.18 Typically, states prefer to solve their differences using conventional threats 
and actions, operating at the very lowest levels of Herman Kahn’s escalation lad-
der, a “useful metaphor” for how conventional and nuclear warfare operate within 
a continuum.19 It is rare for states to issue nuclear threats,20 and a longstanding 
tradition of nuclear nonuse has existed for the past 80 years. If this tradition of 
nonuse holds, we should expect China and India to double down on the transpar-
ency agreements they began in the 1990s. And yet, regardless of the weapons 
available, the pressures associated with maintaining the status quo overcame the 
effect of nuclear deterrence on conventional warfare.21 Despite not having guns or 
explosives, a clash emerged, and military personnel were killed.

Thus, while it is certainly true that nuclear weapons can induce a level of cau-
tion among nuclear- armed states in their dealings with one another, nuclear 
weapons in and of themselves are not a fool proof solution. The risk of inadvertent 
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escalation, or a conventional conflict that unintentionally becomes nuclear is ever 
present, even from relatively low levels of conflict like the June skirmish. In his 
influential work Inadvertent Escalation, Barry Posen presents three potential 
mechanisms that could lead to inadvertent escalation: the security dilemma, the 
inherently offensive nature of military organizations, and the fog of war. All three 
mechanisms can be found operating in the Sino- Indian border dispute.

First, the security dilemma may cause inadvertent escalation due to the lack of 
information about adversary capabilities and intentions. States that perceive an 
adversary has increased its offensive potential are likely to assume the worst and 
attempt to compensate, but a lack of information can drive spirals of military 
hostility and build up. The inadvertent nature of the security dilemma may cause 
states to unintentionally threaten one another at the nuclear level. It bears men-
tion that both India and China have declared “no- first- use” policies that, in theory, 
should prevent a security dilemma from spiraling toward the nuclear level because 
they promise that neither state will resort to nuclear use unless they are attacked 
first.22 However, as nuclear forces are considered assets of the upmost value, con-
ventional action that accidently targets or threatens another states’ nuclear forces 
would be seen as malign and in need of a more violent response.23 In short, states 
may inadvertently escalate to nuclear use when facing another nuclear state be-
cause they see doing so as a defensive action against a perceived nuclear threat.

On the Sino- Indian border, there is already evidence of a security dilemma at 
work, despite Chinese and Indian recognition of the risk.24 India’s completion of 
the DSDBO gave India the ability to quickly mass troops in the disputed area. In 
response, China dug trenches, pitched tents, and moved heavy equipment closer 
to the LAC and into the area that New Delhi regards as Indian territory. In re-
sponse, India’s Ministry of Defense authorized a fighter jet purchase to “strengthen 
the armed forces in defense of [its] borders.”25 These large moves have been 
complemented by a supposed series of smaller moves,26 including Indian troops 
allegedly crossing the border and carrying out provocative attacks, and China 
purportedly moving to occupy multiple areas that it had not previously con-
trolled.27 If interactions between Chinese and Indian troops increase, and if both 
states increase the scale of their response, more opportunities for inadvertent es-
calation emerge.28 As Posen notes, even conventional actions taken in defense 
may produce an offensive threat against an adversary’s nuclear forces.29

The second mechanism driving inadvertent escalation is the inherently offen-
sive nature of militaries, which biases the organization toward offensive actions 
and/or plans that cause or require confrontation between conventional and nuclear 
forces.30 In conventional terms, wars are most easily won (or deterred) by a suc-
cessful (or probability of a successful) fait accompli: overwhelming and/or con-
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centrated force at a particular point that allows a military to quickly gain and hold 
a strategic advantage (usually territory).31 The swiftness of the seizure and estab-
lishment of a new status quo makes it extremely difficult to reverse such gains, 
particularly when the capturing state is able to hide behind a nuclear shield. Such 
action can lead to inadvertent escalation in two ways. First, if the attacked state 
wants to return to the status quo ante, it must first risk a more intense conflict as 
a result of its counterattack, and larger conventional conflicts are more prone to 
the dangers of inadvertent escalation. Second, when conventional and nuclear 
forces are colocated, conventional offensive actions can cause militaries to threaten 
the nuclear forces of the adversary—sparking nuclear war.32

In this case, China’s movement of heavy equipment in early May is being hailed 
as a fait accompli that India will be hard pressed to reverse.33 If India wants to 
reestablish the status quo ante, New Delhi may consider going on the offensive, 
increasing the probability of larger scale conventional conflict and, thus, the risk 
of inadvertent escalation to nuclear use. Should China choose to meet India’s of-
fense and push back across the LAC, Beijing, too, risks inadvertent nuclear escala-
tion. In sum, if China’s offensive fait accompli strategy unleashes a larger conven-
tional conflict, the associated offensive military actions may cause contact between 
conventional and nuclear forces, resulting in an inadvertent escalation.

The fog of war is the third mechanism that may lead to inadvertent escalation. 
The uncertainty and inertia of ongoing military operations can create intense es-
calatory pressures, as fears surrounding an adversary’s potential for successful 
surprise attacks and the status of their nuclear capabilities enter planners’ calcu-
lus.34 In addition, the more uncertain decision makers are about the status of the 
adversaries’ nuclear forces, the more pressure they will feel to escalate the conflict.

Indian prime minister Narendra Modi has vacillated between promising that 
the military will defend the Indian border and claiming that there was no incur-
sion. Meanwhile, Beijing has remained relatively tight- lipped about the incident, 
refusing to even comment on Chinese casualties.35 Reports from the border em-
phasize the harsh conditions that soldiers face, including adverse health effects 
that can negatively impact soldiers’ perceptions of what is occurring.36 If the two 
sides cannot increase transparency through diplomatic talks, which at the time of 
this writing have not been fruitful, then tensions are likely to continue rising both 
along the border and in Beijing and New Delhi.37 As a result, escalatory pressure 
may increase and with it the risk of inadvertent escalation to nuclear use.

In short, the Sino- Indian case is already plagued by the latent causes of inad-
vertent escalation. Such problems at the subconventional level demonstrate a clear 
potential to shift into an inadvertent escalation toward a nuclear exchange should 
the two states increase the intensity of their conventional conflict.
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Lessons Learned

While the nuclear shadow looms large over the Sino- Indian border, the June 
2020 skirmish offers lessons about how nuclear powers engage conventionally. In 
particular, the conflict offers lessons for China’s playbook, India’s playbook, and 
the utility of different nuclear postures.

China’s Playbook and Implications for Other Irredentist Powers

The June 2020 skirmish and resulting aftermath affirm China’s fait accompli 
strategy. In recent years, China has begun to test the feasibility of small- scale fait 
accompli tactics in disputed regions like the South China Sea. This latest dustup 
verified China’s ability to chip away at disputed territory conventionally without 
the fear of a larger confrontation, even when the dispute was against a nuclear- 
armed state. As analysts note, India is unlikely to push to a return to the status quo 
ante.38 The confirmation of the strategy’s success makes China more likely to 
pursue it again and against other adversaries—a dangerous proposition.

China’s nuclear modernization, increased military spending, and work toward 
improving relations with states like Pakistan antagonize other regional powers like 
India. Combined with China’s predilection for holding its cards close to its chest39 
and small- scale, offensively oriented fait accompli strategies, the risk of a security 
dilemma spiraling toward nuclear war intensifies. Specifically, if the security di-
lemma grows and either India or China considered a true attack against the other, 
they would need to mass and move a far greater number of troops due to their 
relative parity. Conflict at that scale when combined with the fog- of- war issues 
discussed above, would create a situation ripe for inadvertent escalation. In other 
words, by affirming China’s strategy, this skirmish has at least the potential of kick-
ing off a conflict farther up the escalation ladder than we have seen previously.

Irredentist and revanchist states will watch the continued dispute between 
China and India with interest.40 If China’s strategy continues to bear fruit, other 
revisionist offenses, like Russia’s annexation of Crimea, will gain a further strate-
gic endorsement. In other words, revisionist states will see that small- scale con-
ventional faits accomplis work, including against nuclear rivals, and such states 
may be more inclined to use that strategy themselves.

India’s Playbook and Implications for Others Facing a Revisionist State

In previous border skirmishes with China, India has pursued “quiet diplo-
macy” or downplayed public rhetoric, coupled with a strong military stance.41 In 
this instance, India faces a few problems with this tack. First, while India and 
China did begin diplomatic talks to attempt to ease the tension, it has not quickly 



Sticks and Stones

JOURNAL OF INDO-PACIFIC AFFAIRS  WINTER 2020  83

led to decreased tensions. Rather, New Delhi and Beijing are now accusing the 
other of firing warning shots and breaking the long- standing agreement to 
forego the use of firearms along the border.42 Second, the success of China’s fait 
accompli strategy means that India must either accept the new status quo or seri-
ously consider directly or indirectly expelling China through military force or 
economic coercion, respectively.43 India has begun to take steps toward creating 
indirect leverage, by banning some Chinese technology; 44 however, the efficacy 
of this move remains to be seen.

States that face similar challenges from revisionist states will see that India’s 
quiet diplomatic strategy has thus far not prevented China from altering the sta-
tus quo nor has it meaningfully lowered tensions. Thus, states facing similar threats 
may be more likely to immediately attempt direct or indirect methods of prevent-
ing or reversing faits accomplis. India’s secondary attempt to create indirect lever-
age by banning Chinese technology will likewise be closely observed. If economic 
coercion fails to produce the necessary leverage to revert to the status quo ante, or 
at minimum, reverse the tensions, other states may be tempted to pursue the more 
aggressive military option of directly confronting nuclear- armed revisionist states 
and, thus, open themselves up for inadvertent escalation.

Varied Nuclear Postures

Finally, the June 2020 skirmish offers important lessons for the deterrent effect 
of various nuclear postures. According to Vipin Narang, there are three types of 
regional nuclear postures: catalytic, asymmetric escalation, and assured retalia-
tion.45 He argues that each posture leads to distinct likelihoods of conflict initia-
tion and escalation due to the discrete sunk costs associated with each posture.46

China and India have an assured retaliation posture, which is characterized by 
a secure second strike and is designed to directly deter a nuclear attack. While this 
might suggest that states with an assured retaliation posture could engage con-
ventionally without fear of nuclear escalation, that is not necessarily the case. 
Narang argues that states with assured retaliation postures will face an increase in 
low- intensity conventional attacks from nuclear opponents and, at best, be able to 
deter large- scale or high- intensity conventional attacks.47 The question is whether 
the instability caused by the security dilemma and exacerbated by the fog of war 
will be held in check by the deterrence against high- intensity conventional attacks 
that China’s and India’s assured retaliation postures promise.

What does this teach other nuclear powers? From a deterrence perspective, 
assured retaliation might seem like a good choice, allowing the state to engage 
conventionally while deterring a nuclear adversary from engaging in large- scale 
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conventional attacks.48 However, this misses an important point about the inter-
play between conventional and nuclear deterrence.

The issue with conventional deterrence is that it is contestable: the inability to 
accurately predict the outcome of a conventional threat lessens its credibility, 
whereas nuclear deterrence is far more credible, because it is uncontestable.49 If a 
state wants to enhance its conventional deterrence capability, it must be willing to 
use force, for, as Robert Haffa argues, deterrence decreases when states become 
unwilling to use force—because their threats then become less credible.50 Given 
the ability to use nuclear weapons as a shield behind which to consolidate small 
conventional gains, it follows that conventional deterrence when backed by nu-
clear deterrence becomes more credible and less contestable.

States considering how to defend themselves against small- scale conventional 
faits accomplis will need to pursue a different posture. A first- strike advantage 
gives a state the impunity to engage conventionally elsewhere without risking a 
territorial incursion.51 This advantage means the state has the ability to consider 
taking conventional action against a nuclear power, which would enhance its con-
ventional deterrence credibility. The inherent linkage or codependency between 
nuclear deterrence and credible conventional deterrence means that latter should 
not be considered in the absence of the former.

Conclusion

The June 2020 border conflict between China and India can give us insight into 
how conventional conflicts are likely to play out between nuclear adversaries in 
the future. There are two key takeaways from this event. First, the danger of as-
suming that this recent skirmish—which has not escalated at the time of this 
writing—will be typical of conventional conflict between nuclear- armed states is 
that it allows the risk of inadvertent escalation to be assumed away. While it is 
true that no state has used nuclear weapons in warfare since 1945, and that both 
China and India ascribe to a secure second- strike nuclear posture, that does not 
remove the inherent risk of nuclear weapons. Nuclear weapons exist; militaries 
train to use them in combat. Therefore, there exists a nonzero probability that 
nuclear use can occur. If policy makers begin to authorize larger- scale conven-
tional conflicts with nuclear adversaries—to act as if the upper parts of the escala-
tion ladder do not exist—the risk of inadvertent escalation intensifies. The more 
intense and widespread a conventional conflict, the more opportunities exist for 
an unintentional damage or threaten the adversary’s nuclear forces, which could 
spark a nuclear response.

Second, nuclear- armed states that conduct fait accompli attacks are destabiliz-
ing and dangerous for two reasons. On the one hand, fait accompli attacks are 
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difficult to reverse, especially when the strategic gains are protected by a nuclear 
shield. As a result, states become incentivized to pursue postures that include a 
first- strike capability. First- strike capabilities allow states to deter even small- 
scale conventional incursions, because the posture threatens a nuclear response. 
On the other hand, a first- strike capability makes achieving a conventional fait 
accompli attack even easier, because it allows the revisionist state to stage the at-
tack without fear of territorial incursion in response.

While the June 2020 skirmish on the Sino- Indian border resembled a school-
yard brawl, its impact on both the future of foreign policy in South Asia and 
great- power/nuclear- weapons states competition may extend farther than its 
scale would imply. 
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