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Abstract

Contemporary statecraft increasingly utilizes asymmetric, hybrid methods over conventional 

warfare. Nations employ non-attributable instruments—from proxy kinetic operations to 

resource leverage—to pursue geopolitical aims without overt conflict. This paper posits India's 

development of a "Shadow Doctrine" in response to Pakistan's persistent asymmetric threats. We

analyze this through a tripartite framework: 1) Deniable Kinetic Retaliation ("unknown gunmen"

phenomenon), 2) Hydro-Strategic Coercion (recalibrating Indus Waters Treaty utilization), 

and 3) Diplomatic Isolation (amplifying regional pressures). Examining events like targeted 

killings within Pakistan, shifts in India's IWT stance, and evolving regional alignments (e.g., 

Afghanistan's posture), we argue India is formulating a silent, multi-domain strategy to reshape 

regional power dynamics while circumventing traditional warfare. The analysis critically 

assesses implications for Sino-Pakistani interests (CPEC), Pakistan's internal stability, and 

broader South Asian security architecture.

1. Introduction: The Imperative for Unconventional Responses

The post-WWII security landscape shows a marked shift from declared interstate wars towards 

hybrid conflict paradigms, where plausible deniability is paramount. For India, enduring cross-

border security challenges (e.g., Mumbai 2008, Pulwama 2019) have driven the need for 

responses beyond conventional military postures. This paper introduces and explores India's 

"Shadow Doctrine"—an integrated application of kinetic, economic (hydro-strategic), and 

diplomatic pressures designed to counter Pakistan's asymmetric capabilities. This doctrine is 

situated within the context of "gray zone" operations but possesses distinct characteristics 



tailored to the India-Pakistan dynamic, aiming to destabilize adversarial networks without 

initiating full-scale hostilities.

2. Literature Review: Synthesizing Disparate Fields

Existing scholarship addresses hybrid warfare, resource conflict, and proxy dynamics 

foundational to this analysis. However, significant gaps exist in theorizing how regional powers 

like India operationalize these concepts in an integrated manner. Prior work on the Indus Waters 

Treaty often focuses on legal and technical aspects, under-theorizing its strategic utility beyond 

cooperative frameworks. Similarly, studies on proxy conflict frequently lack focus on potential 

state-sponsored deniable kinetic actions attributed to India. This paper synthesizes these 

domains—hydro-politics, covert operations, and regional diplomacy—to articulate India’s 

emergent Shadow Doctrine.

3. Deniable Kinetic Actions: The "Unknown Gunmen" Factor

Specific incidents, including targeted killings of designated militants within Pakistan (e.g., Riyaz

Ahmad, Rawalpindi 2023) and disruptive events attributed to unknown actors (e.g., Lahore 

Airport fire scenario, 2025 - illustrative), point towards a possible capability for deniable kinetic 

operations. Key potential impacts include:

Psychological Disruption: Instilling uncertainty and fear among adversary elites and 

operational networks.

Network Fragmentation: Degrading hostile groups by fostering internal distrust and 

eliminating key nodes.

Maintaining Deniability: Official non-acknowledgment preserves strategic ambiguity, 

complicating adversary retaliation options.



4. Hydro-Strategic Coercion: Reinterpreting the Indus Waters Treaty

4.1 Legal and Strategic Context

The 1960 Indus Waters Treaty (IWT) governs river sharing. India has signaled potential shifts in 

its interpretation, possibly invoking principles like rebus sic stantibus (fundamental change of 

circumstances, akin to Article 62, Vienna Convention) linked to cross-border terrorism, moving 

towards maximizing its entitlements under the treaty. This represents a significant strategic 

recalculation.

4.2 Potential Implications

Agricultural Pressure: Maximizing Indian water usage on Eastern rivers and developing 

infrastructure on Western rivers (within IWT limits) could significantly impact 

downstream flows, stressing Pakistan's agrarian economy (a major GDP contributor).

Impact on CPEC: Altered river flows could affect Chinese investments, particularly 

hydropower projects like Neelum-Jhelum, impacting CPEC's viability.

Environmental Consequences: Reduced freshwater outflow could exacerbate issues like 

seawater intrusion in the Indus Delta, potentially leading to ecological damage and 

displacement.

5. Diplomatic Isolation and Amplifying Fractures

5.1 Exploiting Internal Vulnerabilities

Appeals from ethno-nationalist groups within Pakistan (e.g., Sindhi, Baloch leaders) seeking 

external support or highlighting grievances present opportunities to amplify internal pressures on

Islamabad, potentially weakening state cohesion.

5.2 Leveraging Regional Dynamics



Shifts in neighbouring countries' policies, such as Afghanistan potentially restricting Pakistani 

overflight rights, serve to:

Increase operational costs and logistical challenges for Pakistan.

Geographically and economically isolate segments of the Pakistani establishment.

6. Why the "Shadow Doctrine" Concept is Novel :

The novelty of the "Shadow Doctrine" concept stems from several key aspects that distinguish it 

from existing frameworks of hybrid or gray-zone warfare:

Integrated Multi-Domain Framework Specific to India: While hybrid warfare is a general 

concept, the Shadow Doctrine specifically theorizes India's alleged integrated use of 

three distinct, yet synergistic, levers: deniable kinetic actions, hydro-strategic coercion 

via the IWT, and targeted diplomatic isolation exploiting specific regional and internal 

vulnerabilities of Pakistan. It posits this isn't just opportunistic action, but an emerging, 

coherent (though undeclared) doctrine.

Hydro-Politics as Coercive Statecraft: Existing IWT analysis primarily focuses on legal 

compliance, water management, or potential conflict flashpoints. This concept reframes 

India's actions (maximizing water use within treaty limits, exploring legal exit clauses 

like Art. 62 citing terrorism) not just as resource management but as a deliberate, 

calculated tool of coercive diplomacy and economic pressure integrated into a broader 

security strategy.

Theorizing State-Sponsored Deniable Kinetic Actions: While proxy warfare is well-

studied, the "Shadow Doctrine" specifically addresses the phenomenon of "unknown 



gunmen" targeting anti-India elements inside Pakistan, attributing a potential strategic 

logic and state-level direction (albeit deniable) to these actions as part of India's counter-

asymmetry toolkit. It moves beyond analysing non-state actors to considering deniable 

state actions.

Synthesis of Disparate Strategic Elements: The concept's primary innovation lies in 

synthesizing previously siloed areas of study – IWT hydro-politics, covert action 

analysis, CPEC vulnerabilities, Pakistani internal fissures, and regional diplomacy (vis-à-

vis Afghanistan/China) – into a single, overarching strategic framework attributed to 

Indian statecraft. It argues these are not isolated events but interconnected components of 

a larger design.

Focus on Non-Military and Legal Levers for Strategic Gain: Unlike doctrines 

emphasizing primarily military or cyber tools, the Shadow Doctrine highlights the 

strategic weight given to legal interpretations (IWT, Vienna Convention) 

and environmental/resource factors (water flows, agricultural impact) as central pillars of 

national security action, alongside kinetic and diplomatic efforts.

In essence, the novelty lies not in identifying individual components (covert action, water 

disputes, diplomacy exist elsewhere), but in proposing their deliberate, integrated, and 

synergistic application by India as a coherent, albeit undeclared, national security doctrine 

("Shadow Doctrine") designed for the specific context of the India-Pakistan conflict.

7. Discussion: Synergies and Strategic Logic

India's hypothesized Shadow Doctrine synergizes:

Kinetic: Degrading adversary capabilities through deniable means.



Economic/Resource: Applying hydro-strategic pressure to impact Pakistan's economy 

and CPEC viability.

Diplomatic: Capitalizing on regional shifts and internal Pakistani fault lines to isolate 

Islamabad.

This multi-pronged approach bears resemblance to concepts like Russia's "Gerasimov 

Doctrine" in its multi-domain nature but is distinct in its pronounced reliance on legal 

frameworks (IWT) and environmental levers alongside covert actions.

8. Potential Outcomes and Risks

Short-Term: Increased pressure on Pakistan's security apparatus, potential degradation of 

anti-India networks, heightened internal instability within Pakistan.

Long-Term: Possible recalibration of Pakistan's strategic posture, but also risks of 

miscalculation and unintended escalation (e.g., wider conflict).

Collateral Impacts: Potential negative consequences for Chinese investments 

(BRI/CPEC), humanitarian concerns stemming from water stress or instability in 

Pakistan.

9. Conclusion: Redefining Conflict in South Asia

The Shadow Doctrine, if validated, represents a significant evolution in statecraft, where hydro-

politics, deniable operations, and narrative control become instruments as potent as conventional 

military power. For India, it potentially offers a pathway to manage asymmetric threats while 

operating below the threshold of overt war and nuclear escalation. Future analysis should focus 

on empirical verification of these components, quantifying the impact of hydro-strategic shifts, 



and closely monitoring the Sino-Indian competitive dynamic within this evolving regional 

landscape.




