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Space Entanglements
The India–Pakistan Rivalry and a US–China Security Dilemma
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Abstract

The proliferation of space technologies to middle and regional powers raises 
new questions concerning contemporary international politics and the likelihood 
of war. Since China launched its infamous 2007 antisatellite missile test, the United 
States has grown increasingly concerned about the number of actors able to access 
these capabilities and their potential to complicate the situation on the ground 
during times of political and military tension. The following classroom activity was 
designed as a part of the Space Education Working Group at Air University, Max-
well AFB, Alabama. It ponders one potential future in which a spark in the India–
Pakistan rivalry over Kashmir, accompanied by the potential use of space weaponry, 
might generate contagion for a US–China conflict. After reading the fictional case, 
students are provided with roles and questions to assist them in better understand-
ing the international political impacts of space militarization.

Background on India–Pakistan Rivalry

The rivalry between India and Pakistan is rooted in British colonialism. In 1947, 
the British Empire partitioned India into two separate colonies, a generally Hindu 
India and a predominantly Muslim Pakistan. At the time of the partition, the ruler 
of Jammu & Kashmir (a princely state in the northwestern section of the colony) 
hesitated to determine with which side he would integrate his state politically. A 
rebellion in the western portion of the state stripped him of this decision, as Paki-
stani tribal militias moved into Kashmir to stake their claim, forcing Kashmir’s 
ruler to join India and sparking the Indo–Pakistani War of 1947. The UN-mediated 
ceasefire that brought this war to an end established a Line of Control (LOC), 
designating Indian- and Pakistani-occupied portions of Kashmir.

The UN-mediated ceasefire did not resolve the conflict by any means. The 
military organizations of both states continued to grow, and their suspicions of 
one another grew with them. In 1951, during negotiations over demilitarizing 
Kashmir, each accused the other of warmongering and concentrating their armies 
on the Indo-Pakistan border.1 China is also a claimant of 15 percent of Kashmir 
(Ladakh) and carried out a one-month war against India over the territory in 
1962. This war ended in a ceasefire and an establishment of a second line of con-
trol in Kashmir (which came to be known as the Line of Actual Control [LAC]).2
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(Altered to show new jurisdictions, by Fowler&fowler Wikimedia,  
14 November 2019, https://commons.wikimedia.org/.)

Figure 1. Kashmir. A map of the disputed region created by the US Central Intelligence 
Agency and hosted by the University of Texas-Austin Perry-Castañeda Library Map Collection.

A 1965 failed Pakistani-led uprising led to direct confrontation between the 
armies in Kashmir, as well as the largest tank battle since World War II.3 The war 
ended in a stalemate and a return of Indian and Pakistani forces to the preconflict 
LAC. Pakistani efforts to put down a 1971 revolt in East Pakistan required a 
troop buildup in the state that then resulted in a third war between the two rivals. 
India’s role in this war was crucial in stripping Pakistan of its eastern holdings, 
and with them more than half its population, capturing one-third of its army and 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Kashmir_Region_November_2019.jpg
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establishing an independent Bangladesh (formerly East Pakistan).4 India used 
this victory as leverage in Kashmir, as it pressured Pakistan to agree to resolve the 
dispute bilaterally (Pakistan later disputed the exact terms of the agreement).

In addition to India’s first successful nuclear tests in 1974, a growing Kashmiri 
nationalism complicated the political situation over the next several decades. In 
1989, a separatist revolt began in Indian-administered Kashmir. India blamed 
Pakistan for the crisis, accusing the Pakistani government of arming and sending 
Islamist militants into Indian territory to foment rebellion. Tensions surrounding 
these accusations simmered for the next decade and erupted into conflict when 
Pakistani soldiers disguised as Kashmiri separatists began skirmishing with Indian 
soldiers on its side of the LAC. The 1999 Kargil War was especially alarming, as 
Pakistan had successfully completed its first nuclear tests a year prior. As Islamabad 
faced another imminent military defeat to India appeared likely and international 
pressure intensified, Pakistan retreated its forces back to the preconflict LAC.5

The first two decades of the twenty-first century have been witness to a number 
of developments in the outstanding dispute, including the mutual mobilization of 
more than one-million troops in 2001, the launching of a formal peace process in 
2004 that was disrupted by the Mumbai terrorist attack in 2008, an 80-percent 
increase in ceasefire violations in 2012, exchanges of gunfire in 2014,6 and a ter-
rorist attack on an Indian convoy in 2019 that resulted in an Indian Air Force 
bombing mission on Pakistani Kashmir territory. This airstrike resulted in heavy 
skirmishes along the LAC, as well as retaliatory airstrikes by Pakistan. Tensions 
de-escalated as both sides responded to international calls for restraint, and Paki-
stan released a captured Indian pilot.7 Nearly all these crises were initiated by 
militant attacks in India or its territory in Kashmir, for which the New Delhi 
government then pointed to Pakistan, alleging its covert support. This brief back-
ground on the Indo-Pakistani dispute over Kashmir illustrates the entrenched 
positions the two states have taken over the last half-century and the lengths to 
which two nuclear states will go to demonstrate their resolve. Neither India nor 
Pakistan are strangers to nuclear brinksmanship, and this makes any fissure in 
South Asian relations incredibly volatile.

An Explosive Crisis8

On 1 May 2023, protests in Pakistan-administered Kashmir (commemorating 
the 75th anniversary of the entrance of the Pakistan Army into the 1947 war), 
devolved into riots, and a subsequent militant action to cross the LAC into Indian 
union territory of Jammu and Kashmir.9 The night of protests seem to have served 
as cover for the covert action, thought to be carried out by Jaish-e-Mohammed 
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( JeM), designated as a terrorist group by a number of countries and international 
organizations, including the United States and the United Nations.

Members of JeM reportedly crossed the LAC sometime around midnight in 
several different places and fired on Indian Army patrols and outposts near Uri, 
Punch, Rajauri, and Naushahra, killing hundreds of Indian personnel before re-
treating back across the border. Based on Indian reports, many of the militants are 
believed to be members of the regular Pakistan Army. JeM historically has been 
known to have close ties to Pakistan’s security establishment.

While Pakistan arrested dozens of JeM members in response, this was not 
satisfactory for New Delhi, which, in retaliation, ordered immediate air strikes on 
several known JeM encampments in Pakistan-administered Kashmir. Much as it 
did in 2019, Pakistan responded with air strikes of its own, but more reminiscent 
to the events in 2001, both states as of 5 May 2023, have mobilized their armies 
not only along the Kashmiri borders but also elsewhere along the borders of 
Pakistan and India. The mutual mobilizations are creating the tensest situation 
between the two nuclear powers since the 2001 standoff and threaten to spill over 
into a full-blown regional war.

China, having come to blows with India as recently as 2020,10 grows increas-
ingly concerned with the buildup and mobilization of Indian forces. Since the 
Indian government officially announced the establishment of the Jammu & 
Kashmir and Ladakh as separate union territories in 2019, to more easily inte-
grate the region politically into India, relations with China have deteriorated. The 
Chinese Communist Party, in addition to providing military aid to Pakistan, has 
placed troops on alert along its Himalayan border with India.

The United States is in a peculiar position regarding the crisis, as it values both 
of its partnerships with India and Pakistan in South Asia. As the world’s largest 
democracy, India has always served the interests of the United States and has 
proved to be a potential balancer against China’s rise in the East. Pakistan, for its 
part, remains a necessary, if sometimes unreliable, partner that is needed to assist 
bringing an end to the America’s 22-year misadventure in Afghanistan.11 Since 
the incident in Indo-Pakistan 2019, the United States has largely stayed above the 
fray, advising and (in some cases) aiding the construction of resiliency mecha-
nisms to terrorist attacks across the Indian government, while turning a relatively 
blind eye to Pakistani belligerence.12 While many in the United States are calling 
for a condemnation of Pakistan’s involvement in the attacks, Washington has re-
mained mute. When asked directly as to why this was, the US secretary of state 
responded that a regional war in South Asia would be “devastating.” Still, Chinese 
involvement in the conflict, especially the activation of its space assets on behalf 
of Pakistan, has increased US concern.
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Alignments in Space

US and Indian cooperation in space goes back to the 1960s, when the United 
States assisted the inception of the Indian space program to train personnel, as-
semble and launch sounding rockets, and establish a launch center on Indian soil. 
Over the course of the 1970s and 1980s, the United States continued to share 
telecommunications and weather forecasting satellite data with India. The progres-
sive development of the Indian space program has been accompanied by further 
cooperation with the United States and NASA. India was the first country in the 
world to enter the Martian orbit on its first attempt. Additionally, the Indian Space 
Research Organization (ISRO) successfully directed satellites in the vicinities of 
the Moon and Mars between 2008 and 2014. As the number of Indian assets in 
space has grown, the need to protect those assets has grown as well.13 Additionally, 
the increasing militarization of space by countries such as the United States and 
China has pushed India further in the direction of military space programs that go 
beyond the current limits of military communications and surveillance. Asked 
about India’s reaction to the Chinese antisatellite missile test (ASAT) test of 2008, 
the former ISRO head responded, “Obviously we start worrying. We cannot over-
look this aspect. India has spent a huge sum to develop its capabilities and place 
assets in space. Hence, it becomes necessary to protect them from adversaries. There 
is a need to look at means of securing these.”14 The Pakistani government has raised 
concerns about the growing Indo-US relationship in space,15 noting that too much 
US assistance will undermine strategic stability in South Asia.16

In combination with the new Indian warfighting strategy, “Cold Start,” de-
signed to seize Pakistani territory quickly to prevent the tactical use of nuclear 
weapons over India, India’s quest for larger constellations of remote sensing satel-
lites in low-Earth orbit (LEO) risks to further destabilize the political situation 
in South Asia: “It is generally believed that India’s ballistic missile defense (BMD) 
system cannot work effectively without having a constellation of remote sensing 
satellites in LEO.”17 A more functional Indian BMD system provides the Indian 
arsenal a higher probability of survivability, almost guaranteeing an Indian second-
strike option. The capability afforded by India’s dedicated geostationary satellite 
GSAT-7 plays an important role in supporting such a delivery of ballistic missiles 
and, more generally, in any future crises.18 Thus, it threatens to undermine the 
fragile balance of nuclear and conventional capabilities on the subcontinent. The 
successful Indian direct ascent antisatellite (DA-ASAT) missile test in 2019 com-
pounds this danger, promising to remove adversary’s orbiting remote sensing 
satellites that might threaten India’s own missile capabilities. Any move by the 
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United States to further this offset could result in a larger military action on the 
part of not only Pakistan but China as well.

China and Pakistan’s space cooperation has a shorter history than that of the 
United States and India, but it is growing and deepening at a rapid pace. In March 
2009, the countries agreed to manufacture a geosynchronous and communica-
tions satellite with built-in monitoring features (controlled from a ground 
station).19 Assistance from China in space was enough to convince Pakistan’s 
space agency to transition its geolocation tracking onto China’s BeiDou naviga-
tional system (BDS) platform. BDS became operational in December 2012, and 
China completed building the constellation in 2020.20 Much of this space coop-
eration is tied to terrestrial politics, specifically, a collection of infrastructure proj-
ects jointly pursued, known as the China–Pakistan Economic Corridor. China, as 
a part of its Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) is devising a new trade route to the 
Middle East reliant on the Arabian Sea in Pakistan. So far, this transactional re-
lationship, based on Pakistani land and Chinese soft loans, has developed into a 
beneficial one for both countries, especially for Pakistan’s security needs requiring 
use of Chinese space assets.21

(Acquired from Dinsa Sachan, “Code of Conduct for Space,” DownToEarth,  
4 July 2015, https://www.downtoearth.org.in/.)

Figure 2. Depiction of the 2019 Indian ASAT test

https://www.downtoearth.org.in/news/code-of-conduct-for-space-39181
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Antisatellite Assets and a US–China Security Dilemma

India’s advantage over Pakistan in space is easily mitigated with the assistance 
of China. Current numbers are unavailable, but in 2019 India had fewer than 50 
operational satellites in space, whereas China maintained approximately 250 in 
operation.22 These numbers include satellites with dual-use capabilities—those 
that can be used for commercial and military purposes in communications, recon-
naissance, and navigation. In addition to its DA-ASAT capabilities, China has 
demonstrated a number of passive techniques that allow it to disrupt the flow of 
satellite information, such as jamming and high-powered radio transmitters, as 
well as more sophisticated “laser-ranging stations.”23

Since the mobilization of the Indian and Pakistani militaries on 5 May 2023, 
India has used electro-optical (EO) imagery satellites to monitor Pakistan’s troop 
movements, airfield activity, and port activity but has run into consistent trouble 
due to Chinese jamming operations. India has reached out to the United States 
for additional assistance with intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance. To 
these requests, Washington is thought to have begun sharing information gath-
ered by US satellites but publicly has only gone so far as to condemn China’s in-
terference in the dispute, warning that it could fan the flames of a regional war. 
The American president, however, stated at a press conference on 11 May, that “as 
soon as we see a bunch of direct ascent antisatellite missiles getting moved 
around—that would be a red line for us.”

Perhaps unfortunately for the American president, photos obtained from Ros-
cosmos, the Russian space agency, suggest that China has moved at least five 
DA-ASAT assets to three different launch sites near its southern border. White 
House officials have anonymously confirmed the accuracy of these photographs 
and have alluded to ongoing debates within the administration over Chinese in-
tentions. Sources note that three possibilities are held in contention. First, China 
is using the DA-ASAT assets as leverage to gain concessions over the disputed 
territory, Ladakh. Second, China intends to use its DA-ASAT assets to attack 
Indian satellites and rebalance the BMD theater in South Asia. Third, China in-
tends to use its DA-ASAT assets to attack US satellites that may or may not be 
sharing information with India.

Experts have noted that the second and third possibilities are equally threaten-
ing to the United States due to the orbital debris created by space collisions. No 
matter whether the DA-ASAT targets an Indian or US satellite, there is potential 
for orbital debris to collide with other satellites of various origins. These experts 
further point out, however, that potential collateral damage would also include 
Chinese and Pakistani satellites, suggesting that China is merely flexing its muscle 
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along the southern border. Skeptics suggest that the possibility of cascading dam-
age due to orbital debris is less likely than many experts suggest. As one skeptic 
remarked, “Space is very big.”

Task for the Classroom

•  The instructor will assign each participant to the following roles:
◦◦ India
◦◦ Pakistan
◦◦ China
◦◦ United States
◦◦ Russia

•  Your task is to analyze the case from the perspective of the state you are as-
signed. Pay particular attention to how you would react to events based on 
your role.

Lines of  Inquiry to Guide Reading and Discussion24

•  From the perspective of any one class of actor in the scenario, who created the 
conditions over Kashmir that are relevant to decisions you must now make?

•  What actions could have been taken to promote a more stable environment 
in the time leading up to the activation of all space assets, and by whom?

•  What were the pivotal moments when bold action or a different decision 
could have brought an entirely different outcome? How might key players 
have changed the course of events for better or worse?

•  How has India’s national policy movement toward space militarization con-
tributed to the security dilemma inherent in this case?

•  Who is responsible for maintaining stability in South Asia?
•  Does the involvement of Jaish-e-Mohammad in the conflict necessitate a 

deeper US commitment as a part of the Global War on Terror?
•  Why did Russia choose to release information on classified Chinese asset 

movements? From the perspective of your role, was this release helpful or 
hurtful?

•  From the perspective of your role, are China’s intentions with its DA-ASAT 
assets?

•  What should the United States do now?
•  What are the consequences on the ground if orbital debris begins to damage 

or destroy the satellites and space assets of other nations, not currently in-
volved in the conflict? 
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