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Introduction

ABSTRACT

In May 2025, India and Pakistan fought what several analysts and journalists
described as the first drone war between nuclear-armed states. This paper asks a
specific question: how did the language used to frame drone conflict during that
month shape civilian fear signals and national identity narratives in the two
countries? The aim is not to establish what happened on the battlefield but to
explain what the framing did. Drawing on ontological security theory and using
structured qualitative content analysis of a purposively selected corpus of 29
sources (official statements, media reports, and policy analyses from both sides),
the study codes 144 units across five code families and identifies ten recurring
patterns. The findings are consistent and specific. Listing many drone-targeted cities
dispersed risk into everyday geography and unsettled the spatial routines that make
ordinary life feel secure. Shoot-down counts and procedural ceasefire talks
performed state competence while keeping the sense of threat high. Unity and duty
language turned the crisis into a test of collective identity. Civilian-protection claims
hardened enemy images by casting the other side as a danger to ordinary people.
Sovereignty and counter-terror frames recast drone events as proof of lawful
nationhood. The paper's contribution is to show, in a case that existing drone
scholarship has not examined, how a new weapons technology reshapes the
language through which states narrate fear and belonging during acute confflict,
and to argue that fusing security claims with identity claims raises the political cost
of de-escalation independently of the military situation. All claims are treated as
narrative evidence, not operational fact, and elite framing is not equated with public
opinion.

On the night of May 7-8, 2025, India launched Operation Sindoor against targets it described as
terrorist infrastructure in Pakistan. Pakistan said India had carried out coordinated missile, air, and
drone strikes on multiple locations within its sovereign territory (Ministry of Foreign Affairs,
Government of Pakistan, 2025b). Within hours, both sides reported drone incursions reaching deep
into each other's civilian geography. India's Ministry of Defence listed drone and missile attempts
against locations including Jammu, Amritsar, Ludhiana, Chandigarh, and Bhuj (Press Information
Bureau, 2025). Pakistan's military reported neutralising Indian drones over Lahore, Rawalpindi,
Karachi, and Bahawalpur (Dawn, 2025a). The crisis was not confined to the Line of Control. Drones
extended the conflict into cities, airports, schools, and places of worship.
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This spatial expansion is the analytical starting point. When official statements and media reports
place drone threats inside civilian space rather than along a distant border, they change what the
crisis means for ordinary people. The conflict registers as a home-front problem, and risk comes to
seem widely spread and hard to contain. This framing generates fear signals indirectly, by stressing
uncertainty and exposure rather than by reporting civilian psychology as measured fact. It also
creates the conditions for identity narratives to harden, because the nation can now be imagined as
a single shared target space and the enemy as someone who threatens everyday life.

This paper asks: How did drone-related conflict framing during May 2025 shape civilian fear signals
and national identity narratives in India and Pakistan? The time window is May 1—31, 2025 only.
The geography is India and Pakistan, with Kashmir and the Line of Control included only when
sources mention them directly. The paper does not claim to measure civilian psychology. It analyses
language (official statements, media reporting, and policy interpretation) to show how drone-
centred framing produced fear signals and reshaped identity talk.

The core argument is this: drone-centred framing during May 2025 moved the perceived frontline
from the border into civilian life, which generated fear signals through uncertainty and dispersed
risk, and which activated identity narratives through legitimacy claims, enemy-making, and unity
language. Drones did not just change how the two states fought. They changed how the two states
talked about fighting, who fell within the scope of the threat, and what kind of nation each claimed
to be under pressure. The International Crisis Group (2025) warned at the time that the crisis
required pulling both sides back from the brink. The Stimson Centre (Clary, 2025) later described
May 7-10 as the first instance of drone warfare in the India—Pakistan rivalry. The BBC (Biswas,
2025) called it the first drone war between nuclear-armed neighbours. These labels are interpretive,
not settled historical fact. But they signal that something had shifted in how this rivalry was narrated.

This makes the May 2025 crisis an unusual and important case for the study of drone conflict.
Existing scholarship has focused on a superpower conducting covert strikes against a non-state actor,
with one side holding a near-monopoly on the technology. May 2025 was different. Both sides had
drones, both sides had nuclear weapons, and both sides were addressing their own publics in real
time. Studying it is therefore not only descriptive. It allows a test of whether the claim that drones
dissolve the frontline, developed in the American and Israeli cases, holds when the drones fly in both
directions between two nuclear-armed neighbours who have narrated one another as enemies for
decades.

The method is a structured qualitative content analysis of a purposively selected corpus of 29 items
from May 2025. The coding unit is the paragraph for official statements, media reports, and policy
analyses, and the whole item for short texts. A codebook of 23 codes, grouped into five families
(drone threat framing, civilian fear signals, identity narratives, frontline shift, and legitimacy
frames), was pilot-tested on twelve items and then applied to the full corpus, producing 144 coded
units and the ten patterns reported below. Section 3 sets this procedure out in full. The rest of the
paper proceeds as follows. Section 2 reviews the relevant literature, presents the ontological security
framework, and defines the core analytical concepts of framing, fear signals, and identity narratives.
Section 3 explains the method. Sections 4 and 5 present the findings in two parts: first, how drone
framing shifted the frontline and generated fear signals; second, how civilian-protection language
and legitimacy claims hardened identity boundaries. Section 6 discusses alternative explanations,
the role of external suppliers, and the limits of the analysis. Section 7 concludes.

Conceptual Foundations: Literature, Theory, and Core Concepts
Literature Review

Scholarship on drone warfare has grown since the mid-2000s, but it has concentrated almost
entirely on American and Israeli operations in the Middle East and Central Asia. Two works anchor
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this paper's theoretical frame.

Chamayou (2015) argues that armed drones dissolve the geographic logic of traditional warfare. In
his account, the world under drone warfare becomes not a battlefield but "a hunting ground," where
conflict is no longer defined by territory but by the location of a designated enemy. The kill box moves
with the prey. Gregory (2011) works a related argument: drone operations split the act of killing from
any physical proximity to the enemy through what he calls scopic regimes, visual arrangements that
make distant bodies targetable. The shared implication is that once killing can happen anywhere, the
front line stops meaning anything. The boundary between front and home dissolves.

Whether that dissolution of the frontline holds when both belligerents field drones, rather than one,
is a question the American and Israeli literature cannot answer on its own. The present study returns
to it directly in the findings.

On framing, Entman's (1993) definition is the working standard: a frame selects “some aspects of a
perceived reality and mak[es] them more salient in a communicating text” in order to promote a
particular problem definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation, or remedy. The model has
been applied extensively to wartime communication, but rarely to both sides of a conflict at once.
This paper applies it symmetrically to Indian and Pakistani official and media sources, which makes
the analysis comparative rather than merely descriptive.

On national identity, Anderson (1983) provides the baseline: nations are "imagined communities,"
held together by shared symbols, media, and a sense of simultaneous belonging rather than face-to-
face contact. Billig (1995) adds a distinction that matters here. Banal nationalism is the low-intensity
reproduction of national identity through everyday habit and language. The unfurled flag. The
weather map with national borders. The press that says "we" without explaining who that is. This
background, Billig argues, is what makes populations mobilisable when a crisis arrives. India and
Pakistan both carry deep reserves of it.

What is missing from existing scholarship is any analysis of a drone confrontation between two
nuclear-armed neighbouring states with long mutual enmity, large civilian populations near
contested zones, and each running its own active information environment. The May 2025 crisis is
the first documented case of this configuration. This paper is a first pass at it, not a comprehensive
account.

Theoretical Framework: Ontological Security

This paper uses ontological security as its primary theoretical lens because the puzzle it addresses is
not about physical damage but about the sense of stability that drone framing disturbed. Ontological
security theory explains why states and their publics react so strongly to events that threaten not
their survival but their settled sense of who they are and where they stand. It is a close fit for a crisis
in which the language of fear and identity ran well ahead of the actual military effect of the weapons
involved.

The concept comes from Giddens (1991), who argues that individuals hold anxiety at bay through
routine. Ordinary, repeated activity forms what he calls a “protective cocoon”, a screen that keeps
existential doubt from flooding daily life. Routine, in this account, is not merely habit. It is a “crucial
bulwark against threatening anxieties” and a practical, ongoing answer to two questions that can
never be settled once and for all: who one is, and whether the world will keep its shape from one day
to the next. Basic trust in the continuity of the surrounding environment, including its familiar
physical settings, is part of this. When routine breaks and the setting stops feeling reliable, the sense
of self does not simply carry on. It becomes unstable, and anxiety moves to the surface.

Mitzen (2006) and Steele (2008) carry this idea from individuals to states. Mitzen argues that states
pursue not only physical security but also ontological security, a stable sense of themselves in relation
to others, and that they secure it by routinising their relationships. The important and counter-
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intuitive point is that even a hostile relationship can be stabilising, provided it is predictable. A
known enemy, and a known way of confronting that enemy, can anchor a state's sense of itself. This
is why, in Mitzen's account, states can remain locked in a security dilemma they have little material
interest in prolonging, because the conflict itself has become part of how they know who they are.
Steele (2008) pushes the argument further. States, he contends, will sometimes accept physical risk
to protect their self-identity, because ontological security “is more important” to them than physical
security when “its fulfilment affirms a state's self-identity”. That is a strong claim. But the readiness
of states to take costly, reputation-driven action that material threat alone cannot explain makes it
hard to dismiss. Together, the two authors supply this paper's central expectation: when a shock
disturbs a state's settled self-image, official language moves quickly to repair it.

The May 2025 crisis fits this framework in a specific way. For most Indian and Pakistani civilians,
the conflict had always been spatially distant. The front was somewhere else, in Kashmir, along the
Line of Control, at the border. Drone incursions into Amritsar, Lahore, and Karachi broke that
assumption. The war now appeared overhead, in familiar civilian airspace, near places people
recognised and used every day. This was not only a physical security threat. It was a disruption of
ordinary spatial identity, the taken-for-granted sense that one's own city is not a target.

Both governments responded with intensive identity language: Assertions of national unity,
competence, duty, and moral righteousness. This paper argues that the language was doing
something specific. It was working to restore ontological security for each state's public rather than
to narrate military operations. The theory does not claim to tell us what people actually felt during
those days. What it explains is why language of this kind appears so reliably in the official record the
moment a threat of this kind lands, and why governments treat the repair of the national self-image
as urgent even while the fighting is still going on.

Core Concepts

Three concepts carry the analytical work in this paper, and each follows directly from the framework
set out above: framing, fear signals, and identity narratives. Defining them precisely matters, because
the argument depends on treating them as observable features of texts rather than as claims about
what anyone privately believed.

Framing, following Entman (1993), is the selection and emphasis of particular aspects of an event in
a text. A frame does not invent reality. It foregrounds some features and pushes others back. The
frames this paper tracks are those that define the drone threat, assign responsibility, justify a state
response, and position civilians in relation to the conflict. The coding unit is the paragraph in official
statements and media reports; for short items, the whole text is the unit.

Fear signals are observable patterns in language that indicate anxiety, urgency, or disruption of
civilian normalcy. They include direct appeals to public safety, acknowledgements of civilian
exposure, calls for blackouts or shelter, and references to panic or chaos. This paper does not claim
these signals prove that populations were afraid. They show that official and media texts constructed
fear as a social fact, and that this construction is analytically separable from language about military
operations.

Identity narratives are recurring patterns that define who belongs to the nation, who the enemy is,
and what the nation stands for under threat. Following Anderson (1983) and Billig (1995), this paper
treats them not as spontaneous expressions of genuine feeling but as communicative acts that
reinforce or modify the imagined community. Five categories are coded: unity; duty and sacrifice;
dehumanisation of the adversary; designation of internal suspects; and civilizational framing. The
last category is coded only when it appears explicitly in the source.

The frontline shift concept tracks whether sources locate the zone of danger at the border, in urban
civilian space, or across the entire nation. This directly operationalises Chamayou's (2015) argument
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about drone-induced geographic dissolution.
Method
Corpus

The corpus consists of 29 items covering May 2025, drawn from three source categories: official
statements, media reports, and policy analyses. Official statements (11 items) comprise six Indian
documents and five Pakistani documents. The Indian items are five transcripts and statements from
the Ministry of External Affairs (MEA) and one release from the Ministry of Defence issued through
the Press Information Bureau (PIB). The Pakistani items are statements and transcripts from the
Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MOFA). Media reports (16 items) include Reuters as the most frequently
used outlet (5 items), alongside Dawn (4), The Hindu (3), the BBC (2), and one item each from Al
Jazeera and The Indian Express. Policy analyses (2 items) come from the International Crisis Group
and the Stimson Centre. Of the media items, two specifically address the Golden Temple targeting
claim and Pakistan's denial of it. All items were saved as PDFs with standardised filenames and
logged in a corpus list with Zotero tags for source type, country, period, and thematic relevance. The
full corpus list is reproduced in Appendix C.

The corpus is small by design, and the design follows from the research question. The aim is not to
draw a statistically representative sample from which to generalise about all coverage of the crisis. It
is to analyse in depth how a specific set of authoritative and widely circulated texts framed drones,
fear, and identity during a compressed period. This is the standard logic of framing analysis and
qualitative content analysis, in which frames are identified within texts rather than estimated from
a random sample, and in which analytical value comes from the relevance and richness of the
material rather than its volume (Entman, 1993). Selection was purposive. Each item was included
because it contains concentrated drone-related language, civilian fear cues, or identity framing that
bears directly on the research question, and items that mentioned the crisis only in passing were
excluded. The corpus was also built to be balanced across official, media, and policy sources, which
lets those three layers of the narrative be separated and compared rather than blurred together.
Corpus size then follows from what the analysis must do with each item. Every text was read in full,
coded at paragraph level, and revisited repeatedly as the ten patterns were built and tested against
the codebook. That depth of handling is feasible and accountable with 29 items. It would thin out
quickly across several hundred. The trade-off is stated plainly. The corpus captures elite and
institutional framing rather than the full range of civilian experience, and its findings describe how
these particular texts constructed the crisis, not how every outlet or citizen did.

Coding Approach

The analysis uses structured qualitative content analysis. The coding unit is the paragraph for official
statements, media reports, and policy analyses. For short items, the whole text is the unit. The
codebook contains 23 codes organised into five families: Drone Threat (DT1—-DT5), Civilian Fear
(F1—F5), Identity Narratives (I1-1I5), Frontline Shift (FL1—FL3), and Legitimacy Frames (L1-L5).
The full codebook is reproduced in Appendix B.

The codebook was pilot-tested on 12 items (4 India official, 4 Pakistan official, 4 media). The pilot
led to refinements in three code definitions. F1 (panic/chaos) was expanded to include concrete
disruption measures like blackouts even without the word "panic." F2 (uncertainty) was expanded
to include reporting that repeatedly attributes claims to competing sources rather than stating facts
directly. FL2 (frontline shift into civilian space) was clarified to cover named civilian locations even
without explicit "civilian areas" wording. The final codebook (v2) was then applied to the full corpus,
yielding 144 coded units.
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Evidence Discipline

A separation rule governs how evidence is presented. Official narrative is what governments say.
Media narrative is how journalists frame and relay those claims. Policy interpretation is how analysts
assess the situation. These layers are never merged or presented without attribution. All event claims
(casualty figures, drone counts, interception numbers, targeting allegations) are treated as narrative
evidence, not operational fact. The paper does not adjudicate who hit what. It analyses how the
language of attack, defence, and harm was constructed and what identity work that language
performed.

This discipline is especially important given the information environment. As Clary (2025) noted,
India made claims it could not substantiate with evidence, Pakistan made plausible but unsupported
claims, and the fog of war would force future chronology revisions. Treating claims as contested is
not a weakness of the method. It is the method's central principle.

Findings A: Fear Signals and the Shifting Frontline
The Frontline Becomes a Map of Cities

The most consistent pattern in the coded material is spatial dispersal. Official statements on both
sides listed specific locations when describing drone activity, and media reports amplified these lists.
India's Ministry of Defence stated that Pakistan attempted to engage targets at Srinagar, Jammu,
Pathankot, Amritsar, Kapurthala, Jalandhar, Ludhiana, Adampur, Bhatinda, Chandigarh, Phalodi,
Uttarlai, and Bhuj using drones and missiles (Press Information Bureau, 2025). On the Indian side,
the May 9 MEA briefing reported drone intrusions at 36 locations with approximately 300 to 400
drones (Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India, 2025b). On the Pakistan side, ISPR listed
neutralised drones over Lahore, Attock, Gujranwala, Chakwal, Rawalpindi, Bahawalpur, as well as
locations in Sindh including near Karachi (Dawn, 2025a).

This listing practice matters because it turns drones from a border issue into a dispersed home-front
threat. Al Jazeera (2025) published a map titled "Drone war now?" showing alleged incursions on
both sides well away from the border line. Reuters (2025) described the conflict as one in which India
and Pakistan exchanged drone and missile strikes across a 3,323-kilometre border. Peri (2025)
reported drone intrusions stretching from Leh to Sir Creek. These framings place risk in cities,
airports, and roads rather than in a distant military zone. That shift is what makes identity narratives
about civilian vulnerability and national resilience easier to activate. In Giddens's terms, naming
cities as threat locations disrupts the background spatial routine that makes ordinary life feel stable.
The frontline is no longer somewhere else. It is overhead.

The frontline shift was not only geographic. It also disrupted civilian infrastructure. The May 9 MEA
briefing reported that Pakistan was using civil airliners as a shield, framing drones as a direct threat
to civilian aviation safety (Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India, 2025b). Pakistan's
ambassadors' briefing described a serious risk to commercial air traffic endangering the lives of
thousands (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Government of Pakistan, 2025¢). Reuters (2025) reported
airlines rerouting and cancelling flights, and Pakistan shutting down airspace above Karachi and
Lahore. These are practical disruptions to everyday mobility. When airports close and flights reroute,
the frontline has moved from the border into civilian daily life.

A limitation must be stated. Media location lists can recycle official claims and may overstate the
geographic spread if based on unverified reports. This paper treats the lists as framing evidence, not
as proof that drones actually reached all named locations.
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Fear Signals Through Uncertainty

The dominant fear signal in the corpus is not panic. It is uncertainty. The most frequently coded
civilian fear marker is F2 (uncertainty/ambiguity), appearing in 56 of 144 coded units. Texts
repeatedly use hedged language: suspected drones, reports of attacks, according to authorities,
claimed, and alleged. Reuters framed the escalation with section headers such as "Risk of Escalation"
and "Conflict Ratchets Up" (Ahmed et al., 2025; Shahzad and Patel, 2025). The Dawn editorial on
May 9 opened with fear and panic dominating South Asia, noting airports shut, exams postponed,
and markets on edge (Dawn, 2025b). A Dawn report from May 10 quoted an ISPR spokesman saying
the escalation ladder is always unpredictable (Syed, 2025).

Uncertainty was sustained further by the claim-counterclaim cycle that defined the crisis. Each side
described events differently. India said Pakistan attacked with drones and missiles; Pakistan said
India launched coordinated strikes on civilian areas. India said it neutralised all threats; Pakistan
said it shot down 25 Israeli-made Harop drones (Dawn, 2025a). India said its strikes were targeted,
precise, controlled, and measured (Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India, 2025a).
Pakistan said its response was precise, proportionate, minutely calibrated, and manifestly restrained
(Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Government of Pakistan, 2025d). Both sides used nearly identical
language to claim control and assign blame. This symmetry of contested claims is itself a fear signal:
when audiences cannot determine what happened, the environment of risk persists without any
single event needing to be verified.

Direct civilian disruption signals appear in a smaller but telling subset. The Hindu (2025b) reported
that suspected incoming drones prompted a strict blackout in Rajasthan's Barmer district on May
12, with residents advised to stay indoors and switch off their lights. Ahmed et al. (2025) described
residents of Jammu rushing to take refuge as the region went into a blackout. These are not claims
of mass panic. They are descriptions of emergency measures (blackouts, stay-indoors orders, vehicle
lights switched off) that reshape daily routines under drone threat. The fear signal is in the action,
not in a psychological assessment.

Competence as Fear Management

Alongside uncertainty, both states staged competence. Shoot-down counts, interception claims, and
neutralisation language formed a second layer of the crisis narrative. Pakistan's ISPR claimed to have
brought down 25 Indian drones using soft-kill and hard-kill methods (Dawn, 2025a). By May 10, an
ISPR spokesman reported that Pakistani defences had neutralised 77 drones (Syed, 2025). India's
Ministry of Defence said all drone and missile attempts were successfully neutralised by the
Integrated Counter UAS Grid and Air Defence systems (Press Information Bureau, 2025). The May
10 MEA briefing added that India had struck Pakistan's air defence radars and that a system at
Lahore had been neutralised (Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India, 2025d).

This competence messaging serves a double function. It reduces panic by projecting control: the state
says it can protect its citizens. But it also signals that the attacks were large enough to require major
defence, which keeps threat salience high. The Stimson Centre observed that this was the first
instance of drone warfare in the India-Pakistan rivalry where both sides employed drones with the
intent of causing damage (Clary, 2025). When officials cite numbers of drones intercepted, they are
simultaneously reassuring and alarming. That tension strengthens identity narratives. It allows the
state to present itself as a capable guardian while maintaining the urgency that justifies continued
vigilance. Together, reassurance and alarm sustain the conditions for national solidarity.

Interception claims are contested and may be inflated. This paper treats them as narrative evidence,
not operational fact.
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Procedural Language as De-escalation Narrative

The ceasefire announced on May 10 was narrated through procedural language that framed the crisis
as controlled and rule-bound. India's Foreign Secretary stated that the DGMO of Pakistan called the
DGMO of India at 1535 hours IST, and that both sides agreed to stop all firing and military action on
land and in the air and sea from 1700 hours IST (Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India,
2025¢). Pakistan's MOFA said Pakistan remained committed to "faithful implementation" of the
ceasefire and urged issues to be handled through "communication at appropriate levels" (Ministry
of Foreign Affairs, Government of Pakistan, 2025¢).

This procedural framing matters for identity because it allows both states to claim responsibility and
discipline. It projects an image of lawful, restrained statehood to domestic and international
audiences. The International Crisis Group (2025) had called for sustained back-channel
communications as an off-ramp. The ceasefire language shows that both sides adopted this
institutional register, even while each accused the other of violations. Kleiderman (2025) reported
that the ceasefire appeared to hold, but that residents and reporters in Srinagar and Jammu still
heard explosions and saw flashes. The gap between procedural calm and sensory experience on the
ground shows how managed narratives and lived uncertainty can run in direct contradiction during
drone crises.

These procedural lines show intent and messaging. They are not proof of compliance on the ground.
Findings B: Identity Narratives and Legitimacy Contests
Civilians as Moral Ammunition

Both sides used civilian-protection language to claim moral authority. Pakistan's MOFA press release
on May 7 stated that attacks "deliberately targeted civilian areas," causing "the martyrdom of
innocent men, women, and children," and that damage included mosques (Ministry of Foreign
Affairs, Government of Pakistan, 2025a). The ambassadors' briefing on May 8 added that attacking
places of worship was "a particularly reprehensible step" (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Government
of Pakistan, 2025c). Pakistan's comprehensive ceasefire statement on May 10 described India's use
of "missiles and killer drones across the length and breadth of Pakistan, including the Federal
Capital," and claimed this caused "a great sense of insecurity among the Pakistani people" (Ministry
of Foreign Affairs, Government of Pakistan, 2025d).

India's framing mirrored this logic from the opposite direction. The May 10 MEA briefing described
Pakistan's targeting of civilian infrastructure as "a deplorable cowardly act" and named a medical
centre and school premises among the targets (Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India,
2025d). India's Ministry of Defence noted that Pakistani shelling across the Line of Control resulted
in sixteen innocent lives lost, including three women and five children (Press Information Bureau,
2025). In both cases, civilian harm language serves a dual purpose. It signals fear: civilians are
exposed, schools are hit, worship sites are damaged. It also draws a moral boundary: the other side
is reckless toward noncombatants, while we protect them.

This pattern widens what counts as the frontline. Once civilian life becomes the reference point for
blame and justification, the enemy is easier to cast as illegitimate. That strengthens identity
boundaries during the crisis.

Civilian harm claims in crisis periods are often contested and can be strategic. The evidence here
may be uneven across sides. This paper does not treat casualty assertions as verified; it analyses them
as framing moves.
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Unity and Duty as National Identity Claims

Both states used the language of unity and duty to convert the drone crisis into a test of national
identity. This move was not incidental to the security messaging. It ran alongside that messaging,
and at times displaced it, turning reports of attacks and defences into occasions for the public to be
told who they were and what belonging now required of them.

Pakistan's NSC statement on May 7 declared that "the entire Pakistani nation stands galvanised and
resolute behind its armed forces." Three days later, Pakistan's MOFA ceasefire statement described
the public as gripped by "a great sense of insecurity” while praising the armed forces for defending
national honour. That same day, an ISPR spokesman told Dawn: "Let it be clear: we have every right"
to protect sovereignty. On the Indian side, the May 9 MEA briefing described India's "steadfast unity"
as a national quality under attack from Pakistani disinformation.

None of this describes a military operation. It constructs a nation. Anderson (1983) argued that
national communities only become real when people imagine themselves as part of the same whole
at the same moment. That is what these statements are trying to produce. Everyone is a target.
Everyone stands together. Standing together is what makes the nation feel coherent when events are
moving faster than anyone can follow.

Duty language takes the next step. It ties civilians to the armed forces through shared obligation
rather than just shared fear. The drone crisis stops being something that happened to the public and
becomes something they are inside, as participants, by virtue of belonging.

Enemy-Making Through Contempt and Counter-Terror Language

Identity boundaries were hardened through language that cast the opponent as morally deficient.
Pakistan's ISPR described India's actions as a "cowardly attack" and characterised India as acting in
panic, promising a "befitting reply to the enemy" (Dawn, 2025a). India's MEA spokesperson at the
May 13 weekly briefing stated that the "hyphenation" between India and Pakistan was gone and
described Pakistan as running a "factory of terrorism," linking this to UN Security Council language
on accountability (Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India, 2025e). India's Foreign
Secretary at the May 8 briefing said Pakistan's pattern of spreading lies started 75 years ago (Ministry
of External Affairs, Government of India, 2025a).

These are not passing insults. They are recurring narrative patterns that construct a category of
enemy beyond the immediate dispute. When one side says the other is cowardly, or that it runs a
terror factory, or that it has a 75-year habit of lying, it is building a portrait of an opponent whose
character, not just whose conduct, is the problem. This matters for the drone crisis specifically
because drone events sit inside these patterns. The drone is not just a weapon. It becomes proof that
the enemy is reckless, aggressive, or terroristic. That linkage makes de-escalation harder because
stepping back from the conflict means stepping back from the identity claim built around it.

These are elite narratives. They may not reflect broader public identity shifts without additional
audience evidence.

Sovereignty and International Law as Identity Performance

Sovereignty and international law language appeared in nearly all official texts in the corpus.
Pakistan's NSC statement on May 7 condemned what it called "blatant violations of Pakistan's
sovereignty and territorial integrity," characterised the strikes as acts of war under international law,
and invoked Article 51 of the UN Charter to reserve the right to respond in self-defence (Ministry of
Foreign Affairs, Government of Pakistan, 2025b). Pakistan's ceasefire statement on May 10
described India's "breach of Pakistan's sovereign airspace through firing of missiles and killer
drones" and framed Pakistan's retaliation as constrained and lawful (Ministry of Foreign Affairs,
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Government of Pakistan, 2025d).

On the Indian side, the MEA consistently described Operation Sindoor as "focused, measured, and
non-escalatory” and stated that only terrorist infrastructure was targeted (Ministry of External
Affairs, Government of India, 2025a). The May 8 briefing asserted that India's response was
"targeted, precise, controlled, and measured" (Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India,
2025a). The May 13 briefing stated there was a "new normal” and that India had the right to defend
itself and protect its people (Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India, 2025¢).

This legal and sovereignty language does not merely justify actions. It defines who the actors are.
"We are lawful defenders", and "they are aggressors who violate sovereignty" becomes the recurring
frame. In practice, this shifts the debate from facts on the ground to legitimacy claims aimed at
domestic and international audiences. The International Crisis Group (2025) captured this contest:
India's precision and counter-terror claim versus Pakistan's civilian-harm and sovereignty narrative,
with civilians as the central point of dispute between the two framings. Drone events become not
security incidents but tests of lawful nationhood and justified violence.

Legal framing can be boilerplate diplomatic language. The paper demonstrates that drone references
sit inside these frames, but it cannot fully separate novel drone-driven language from routine
sovereignty claims.

Counter-Terror as Identity Anchor

India's framing consistently grounded its identity claim in counter-terrorism. Operation Sindoor was
presented as targeting terrorist infrastructure (Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India,
2025a). Shahzad and Patel (2025) reported India saying it had hit nine terrorist infrastructure sites.
The May 13 MEA briefing described Pakistan as "the epicentre of global terrorism" and linked India's
actions to UN Security Council language on holding "perpetrators, organisers, financiers, and
sponsors" accountable (Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India, 2025¢e). This language
constructs India as the responsible state that acts against terrorism with international endorsement,
and Pakistan as the source of the threat.

Pakistan's counter-narrative rejected this frame. The May 10 ceasefire statement argued that India
was "falsely equating the Kashmir dispute with terrorism" and positioned Pakistan as "a bulwark
against the spread of terrorism and extremist ideology" (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Government of
Pakistan, 2025d). The Golden Temple episode brought this contest into sharp focus. The Hindu
(2025a) reported the Indian Army's claim that Pakistan attempted to target the Golden Temple in
Amritsar with drones and missiles on the night of May 7—8. Pakistan's Foreign Office categorically
rejected this allegation, described Pakistan as a "proud custodian of Sikh holy sites," and cited the
Kartarpur Corridor as proof of respect (Dawn, 2025c). The same denial called India's claims
"fabricated stories aligned with a misleading narrative."

This exchange shows how drones become objects in identity contests. The drone is no longer just a
weapon. It is a vehicle for competing stories about who respects sacred spaces, who protects civilians,
and who deserves moral authority. The counter-terror and counter-sovereignty frames do not merely
explain actions. They sort actors into categories of righteous and illegitimate, and drone events
provide the evidence through which that sorting is performed.

Discussion
External Suppliers and the Enlargement of Enemy Narratives
A further pattern is the role of external supplier references in widening the identity frame. India's

May 9 MEA briefing reported that drones used by Pakistan were preliminarily identified as Turkish-
origin Asisguard Songar systems (Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India, 2025b). Peri
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(2025) and Roy et al. (2025) carried this claim, reporting approximately 400 Turkish drones across
36 locations. The BBC (Biswas, 2025) discussed Pakistan's inventory as including Chinese and
Turkish platforms, while India's fleet included Israeli-origin systems. Ghoshal et al. (2025) framed
the aftermath as a drone arms race embedded in third-party supply chains.

When texts name foreign suppliers, drones become symbols of external pipelines and hidden
enablers. This turns the crisis from a bilateral clash into a supply-chain narrative. Turkey, China, and
Israel are drawn into the frame. That matters for identity because blame can be distributed to
enablers, and threat perceptions widen beyond the immediate adversary. The Stimson Centre noted
the Asisguard Songar identification and added that Indian sources described the attacks as involving
"largely poor quality, basic drones" (Clary, 2025). This simultaneous naming and downgrading of
foreign systems is itself a form of identity work: the threat is real but manageable, and the enemy
relies on outside help.

No coordination claims should be inferred from supplier references. This paper treats them strictly
as what sources explicitly state.

What Drones Change in Identity Language

The findings suggest that drones change identity language not through their destructive power but
through what they make available to narrators. Drone framing makes threat ubiquitous: sources
place drones at 36 locations, describe them flying over cities at night, and link them to blackouts in
border towns. That ubiquity means identity language organises around four patterns.

First, unity. When threats are everywhere, the nation is imagined as one shared target space.
Pakistan's NSC statement said, "the entire Pakistani nation stands galvanised and resolute"
(Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Government of Pakistan, 2025b). India's briefings emphasised India's
"steadfast unity" as a national quality tested by disinformation (Ministry of External Affairs,
Government of India, 2025b). Second, competence. Shoot-down counts and neutralisation claims
construct a capable state. This is not just military reporting. It is identity construction: we can protect
you. Third, legality. Sovereignty and international law frames become identity markers, not only
diplomatic tools. Being lawful is being a certain kind of state. Fourth, moral sorting. Civilian-
protection talk and enemy-making language fuse to produce a clear boundary: innocent us versus
guilty them. Drones sharpen this sorting because they can reach homes, worship sites, and airports,
making the moral stakes feel personal.

These four narratives cluster together because the threat is different in kind. Artillery along the Line
of Control happens in places most civilians cannot place on a map. A drone over Lahore or Amritsar
is not like that. People know those cities. They can picture the streets. The threat lands in the
imagination before any official response does, which is exactly what makes silence so hard to
maintain.

Mitzen (2006) and Steele (2008) would not be surprised by what follows. Both argue that states need
stable self-images to function, and that when something cracks that image, official language moves
fast to seal it. The drone does the cracking. The four narratives do the sealing.

Each one targets a different fear. Unity: You are not alone in this. Competence: You are protected.
Legality: We are acting within the rules. Moral sorting: the enemy is known, named, and not us.
What they produce together is what Mitzen and Steele call ontological security, the state's confidence
that it knows what it is and where it stands. Whether any of this convinces the public, or just
convinces the government it has said the right things, is harder to know.

The BBC's framing of the crisis as a new drone era and the Stimson Centre's characterisation of drone
duels are interpretive labels. But they capture a real shift in how the rivalry is narrated. The
traditional border clash has given way to a story about remote weapons that enter everyday life and
test how each state presents its national character.
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Alternative Explanations and Limitations

Three alternative explanations need to be addressed. First, the identity and legitimacy language
documented here may be routine diplomatic scripts rather than drone-specific innovation.
Sovereignty claims, Article 51 invocations, and counter-terror justifications appear in nearly every
India-Pakistan crisis. The response is that while the scripts are familiar, the drone-specific content
within them is new: location lists that span civilian geography, shoot-down counts that perform
technical competence, and airspace-violation language that turns everyday flight paths into
frontlines.

Second, the media may have sensationalised the crisis. Headlines such as "Have India and Pakistan
started a drone war?" (Al Jazeera, 2025) and "the first drone war between nuclear-armed
neighbours" (Biswas, 2025) are framing choices, not neutral descriptions. This paper acknowledges
that media framing amplifies and shapes the narrative. But official texts show the same patterns. The
amplification runs through both media and official channels, not media alone.

Third, the corpus is selective and small (29 items). It does not include public social media, public
opinion data, or non-English-language sources beyond those carried by the selected outlets. It
represents elite and institutional framing, not the full range of civilian experience. The fear signals
documented here are signals in language, not measures of psychological states. The identity
narratives are elite constructions that may or may not align with broader public identification.

Narrative evidence is not operational truth, and it is not public opinion. The paper claims only what
the evidence can support: that official and media language during May 2025 used drone framing to
construct fear signals and identity narratives in specific, documentable ways.

Conclusion

Drone-related conflict framing during May 2025 shaped civilian fear signals and national identity
narratives in India and Pakistan through a documentable pattern. Drone language dispersed the
perceived frontline from the border into civilian space by naming cities, airports, and sacred sites as
threat locations. That dispersal generated fear signals primarily through uncertainty (contested
claims, ambiguous escalation, blackouts, and stay-indoors orders) rather than through documented
panic. At the same time, drone events were embedded in identity narratives that hardened enemy
images through contempt and counter-terror language, that performed state competence through
shoot-down counts and procedural ceasefire talk, and that claimed lawful nationhood through
sovereignty and international law frames. Drones not only changed how the two states fought, but
also changed the story told about the conflict, who was at risk, and what kind of nation each side
claimed to be under threat.

Three implications follow, offered as interpretive projections rather than direct findings. First, civil
defence discourse in South Asia will likely need to account for drone threats to urban populations,
not only border forces. The blackout orders in Barmer and Jammu are early signals of this shift.
Second, escalation management between India and Pakistan now includes a drone domain that
produces its own legitimacy contests, arms-race dynamics, and narrative battles. The procedural
ceasefire language of May 10 is a useful precedent, but does not address the underlying competition
in drone capability and narrative framing. Third, mixing civilian-protection language with enemy-
making raises the cost of any compromise.

When a state narrates its adversary as someone who targets sacred sites or flies drones over civilian
cities, it is not only making a security argument. It is staking an identity on that argument, presenting
itself as the capable guardian and the lawful defender. To back down from the conflict then becomes
something more than a tactical retreat. It means backing away from the self-image built around the
fight. That cost is political, and it accumulates regardless of what is happening on the ground.
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The ceasefire of May 10 did not dissolve this dynamic. It paused the shooting. By May 13, both
governments were still trading accusations in public statements as if nothing had been settled, and
in identity terms, nothing had. The firing stopped on a fixed timetable. The contest over who each
side was, and what the other side represented, did not, because that contest was never on the same
timetable as the military exchange. This is the paper's sharpest claim, and it is worth stating without
hedging. In a crisis where security and identity have fused, silencing the guns is the easier half of de-
escalation. The harder half, unwinding the identity claims each state has staked in public, can outlast
the fighting by design.

Future research should examine how these elite framing patterns were received by domestic
audiences, whether through public opinion data, social media analysis, or ethnographic inquiry. This
paper has shown what was said. The question of what domestic and international audiences heard
remains open.
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Appendix A: Crisis Timeline, May 2025

This table logs key events and source documents for the May 2025 India—Pakistan crisis, with a one-
sentence summary per entry. All claims are attributed; none are treated as verified fact.

Date

2025-05-
07

2025-05-
07

2025-05-
07

2025-05-
08

2025-05-
08

2025-05-
08

2025-05-
08

2025-05-
08

2025-05-
08

2025-05-
08

2025-05-
09

2025-05-
09

2025-05-
09

Actor

Pakistan

Pakistan

Other

India

Pakistan

Other

India

Other

Other

Other

India

Other

Other

Type

Official

Official

Media

Official

Official

Media

Official

Media

Media

Policy

Official

Media

Media

Title

Press Release: Indian Aggression
on Pakistan's Territorial Integrity
and Sovereignty

The National Security Committee
(NSC) was convened under the
Chairmanship of the Prime
Minister.

Pakistan vows retaliation after
Indian strike over tourist deaths

Transcript of Special briefing on
OPERATION SINDOOR (May
08, 2025)

Transcript of the Deputy Prime
Minister/Foreign Minister’s
Briefing to the Islamabad-based
Ambassadors on Indian
Aggression against Pakistan

India says military stations
attacked by Pakistan drones and
missiles

Pakistan’s bid to escalate negated
— proportionate response by
India

Have India and Pakistan started
a drone war?

25 Israeli-made drones used by
India in attempt to attack
Pakistan, all shot down: ISPR

Pulling India and Pakistan Back
from the Brink

Transcript of Special briefing on
OPERATION SINDOOR (May
09, 2025)

India File: India-Pakistan

conflict escalates

Blasts rock Indian Kashmir,
Amritsar as Pakistan conflict
escalates
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What Happened (1 sentence)

Pakistan’s PMO/MOFA press release said the NSC met after what
it called Indian “missile, air and drone strikes” on multiple
locations, framed the attacks as acts of war targeting civilians and
civilian infrastructure, warned of risks to commercial aviation,
and asserted Pakistan’s right to respond in self-defence.

Pakistan’s NSC statement condemned what it called coordinated
Indian missile/air/drone strikes, alleged deliberate targeting of
civilians and civilian infrastructure, warned of danger to
commercial aviation, and asserted Pakistan’s right to respond in
self-defence while praising national unity and armed forces.

Reuters reported India said it struck “terrorist infrastructure” in
Pakistan and Pakistan-administered Kashmir after the tourist
attack, while Pakistan vowed retaliation and cross-border firing
was reported along the frontier.

MEA held a special briefing on Operation Sindoor, alleging
Pakistan attempted drone-and-missile attacks on multiple
Indian locations and presenting India’s response as controlled
and non-escalatory.

Pakistan’s Deputy Prime Minister/Foreign Minister briefed
Islamabad-based ambassadors, alleging India carried out
coordinated missile, air and drone strikes on multiple locations
(including in Azad Jammu and Kashmir), emphasising civilian
targeting, aviation risk, and asserting a UN Charter Article 51
right to respond.

Reuters reported India said Pakistan-origin drones and missiles
targeted multiple military stations, while the night featured
sirens/blackouts in Jammu and both sides traded accusations
amid ongoing escalation.

MoD says Pakistan attempted strikes on multiple Indian military
targets using drones and missiles on 07—-08 May; India claims
these were neutralised and that India struck Pakistani air-
defence radars in response.

Explainer frames May 2025 escalation as a drone-centred clash:
Pakistan claims drones brought down over key cities; India
claims Pakistan tried drone attacks too, with cities and civilian
infrastructure (airports/airspace) appearing in the conflict space.

Dawn reports Pakistan military (ISPR/DG ISPR) claims India
sent Israeli-made Harop drones into Pakistan and that Pakistani
forces shot down 25, with debris recovered across locations;
narrative frames drones as cross-country intrusion and uses
mobilisation/identity language (alert, enemy, befitting reply).

Policy statement interprets the May 2025 escalation as a high-
risk cycle driven by official justification/retaliation frames and
domestic pressure; it notes unconfirmed reports of drone attacks
affecting northern Indian cities and urges restraint plus back-
channel de-escalation.

MEA held a special briefing on Operation Sindoor, alleging mass
drone intrusions and airspace violations across the western
border and framing India’s response as restrained, responsible,
and protective of civilian aviation.

Reuters summarises May 2025 escalation: India and Pakistan
exchange drone/missile strikes; both claim limited damage;
evacuations and reported drone incidents occur near border
areas; major cities and critical infrastructure become part of the
described target space.

Reuters reports blasts in Indian Kashmir and Amritsar as India
says it is shooting down drones; the report frames drones as
widening conflict geography and producing civilian-life
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2025-05-19

2025-05-21
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Other

Other

India

Pakistan

Other

Pakistan

India

Other

Other

Other

Other
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Other

Other

Type

Media

Media

Official
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Media

Official

Official

Media

Media

Media

Media

Official

Media

Media
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Title

India and Pakistan: The first
drone war between nuclear-
armed neighbours

Time for restraint

Transcript of Special briefing on
OPERATION SINDOOR (May
10, 2025)

Recent  Developments  and
Ceasefire Between India and
Pakistan

Pakistan used 400 drones,
possibly from Turkiye: India

Statement by the Spokesperson
(ceasefire implementation)

Statement by Foreign Secretary
(May 10, 2025)

Risk of ‘unpredictable escalation’
looms over Subcontinent

Intense shelling along LoC, Govt
says Pak sent 400 Turkish drones
to attack 36 locations.

India-Pakistan ceasefire appears
to hold after accusations of
violations

Drones spotted over Rajasthan’s
Barmer, blackout continues in
border districts.

Transcript of Weekly Media
Briefing by the  Official
Spokesperson (May 13, 2025)

Pakistan’s drone and missile
attacks targeting the Golden
Temple in Amritsar were
thwarted: Indian Army.

Pakistan rejects Indian charges
of bid to attack Golden Temple
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What Happened (1 sentence)
disruption signals (sheltering, blackouts, closures).

BBC frames the May 2025 flare-up as a 'drone war' that shifts
conflict into a less visible, deniable, and wider civilian geography,
while officials trade claims about drones, missiles, and downed
systems across major cities.

Dawn editorial frames the May 2025 escalation as producing
widespread fear signals (airports shut, exams postponed,
markets on edge) and treats drones as a key escalation step
(claims of 25 drones shot down across Pakistan), while urging
leaders and external actors to step back from the brink.

MEA held a special briefing on Operation Sindoor, alleging
Pakistan used drones/UCAV and other means to target civilian
areas and military infrastructure, while framing India’s response
as calibrated, precise, and conditional non-escalation.

Pakistan MOFA stated a ceasefire understanding was reached,
framed Pakistan’s actions as self-defence and restrained
retaliation, and alleged India used missiles, loitering munitions
and “killer drones” across Pakistan, producing insecurity and
public pressure for response.

The Hindu reports India’s briefing claim that Pakistan attempted
drone intrusions at scale (300—400) across a wide arc (Leh to Sir
Creek) at 36 locations, framed as probing air defences and later
attempts to target military stations; scale and spread reinforce
'ubiquitous threat' framing.

MOFA says Pakistan remains committed to the ceasefire
announced earlier that day, alleges India is committing violations
in some areas, and frames Pakistan’s response as responsible and
restrained while urging communication at appropriate levels and
restraint by troops on the ground.

MEA states Pakistan’s DGMO called India’s DGMO at 1535 IST;
both agreed to stop all firing and military action on land, in the
air, and at sea from 1700 IST; instructions issued to implement;
DGMOs to speak again on May 12.

Dawn reports ISPR/PAF briefings warning the escalation ladder
is unpredictable, describing an 'Indian drone swarm' as a
dangerous escalation and claiming Pakistan neutralised large
numbers of drones using soft- and hard-kill methods while
asserting a right to act to protect sovereignty.

Indian Express reports an official briefing claim that Pakistan
used nearly 400 (Turkish) drones to attack 36 locations from
Siachen to Sir Creek and that Indian air defences thwarted the
attempt, while LoC shelling continues.

BBC reports a US-brokered ceasefire that 'appears to have held
overnight' after both sides accused each other of violations; it
recaps that drones/missiles/artillery were part of the escalation
and notes post-deal explosions/flashes reported in Srinagar and
Jammu.

The Hindu reports suspected incoming drones spotted in Barmer
(Rajasthan) prompting strict blackout measures; police guidance
(lights off, stay indoors) shows drones shifting conflict
precautions into daily civilian routines.

MEA’s weekly briefing addressed the India—Pakistan cessation of
firing/military action messaging after Operation Sindoor,
reinforced India’s cross-border terrorism framing, and signalled
that future responses would follow a “new normal” logic.

The Hindu reports the Indian Army claim that Pakistan
attempted to target the Golden Temple in Amritsar on the night
of May 7—-8 and that India’s air defence intercepted drones and
missiles; framing shifts drone threat onto a high-symbol
civilian/religious site and highlights air-defence capability.

Dawn reports Pakistan Foreign Office categorically rejects India’s
allegation that Pakistan tried to target the Golden Temple using
drones and missiles (night of May 7-8); FO reframes identity
legitimacy by stressing respect for Sikh holy sites and visa-free
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Title

India and Pakistan's drone
battles mark new arms race

Four Days in May: The India-
Pakistan Crisis of 2025

329

What Happened (1 sentence)

Kartarpur access, and counters with accusations that India
targeted places of worship in Pa

Reuters framed May 2025 India—Pakistan fighting as a turning
point in regional drone use, linking reported mass drone
incursions and cross-border strikes to a new drone arms race and
expanded risk to cities and civilian areas.

Stimson assessed the May 7—10 crisis as a short near-war in
which drones, air and missile operations expanded geographic
reach and intensified public-domain confusion, arguing both
sides claimed victory amid misinformation and limited verifiable
evidence.



